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IMAGE GENERATION DEVICE, IMAGE
GENERATION METHOD, IMAGE
GENERATION PROGRAM, AND RECORDING
MEDIUM

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a technical field of, for
example, an information providing device which provides
pages (web pages) listing predetermined information, to ter-
minal devices such as personal computers connected through
a network such as Internet and, more particularly, relates to a
technique of creating and providing pages listing information
related to posted images.

BACKGROUND ART

Conventionally, synthetic images which are referred to as
“mosaic art” (mosaic images and photo mosaics) are known
as expression methods for posters, web pages and the like
used for advertising new products or announcing events.

For example, the mosaic art can be generated by selecting
in advance an image showing a picture (design) which is the
source of the mosaic image, and generating divided areas by
dividing the source image into a plurality of areas. Further,
this method includes generating a mosaic image by extracting
a plurality of images which are similar to color information
(such as chromaticity data such as RGB) of the divided areas
and match the divided areas, and combining the extracted
images in a tile pattern. By this means, a mosaic image which
imitates a source image is generated.

Patent Literature 1 discloses a technique of generating a
mosaic image provided to a terminal device, using an image
posted by a user. With this technique disclosed in Patent
Literature 1, a mosaic image comes closer to completion a
little by little in proportion to an increase in a number of
posted images.

CITATION LIST
Patent Literature

Patent Literature 1: Japanese Patent Application Laid-
Open No. 2010-4166

SUMMARY OF INVENTION
Problem to be Solved by the Invention

However, with the technique disclosed in Patent Literature
1, a mosaic image is not completed unless sufficiently neces-
sary images are acquired from users. Hence, until sufficient
images are required, an incomplete mosaic image is displayed
on a terminal device. There are image defect portions in the
incomplete mosaic image, and therefore a mosaic image is
displayed in some cases in a state which the mosaic image is
suitable to enjoy.

Hence, to avoid this, a condition that a mosaic image is
completed is set to display this mosaic image. In view of this,
users cannot see a mosaic image while sufficient images are
not acquired.

The present invention is made in light of the above prob-
lem, and the object of the present invention is to provide an
image generation device, an image generation method, an
image generation program and a recording medium which
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can generate a mosaic image which is suitable for users to see
even when sufficient images are not acquired to generate the
mosaic image.

Means for Solving the Problem

In order to solve the above problem, an aspect of the inven-
tion provides an image generation device, comprising:

an acquiring means that acquires an image from a terminal
device through a network;

a specifying means that specifies, in units of divided areas,
an image area in which an image is drawn in each layer of a
plurality of layers which configure a material image which is
a source of a mosaic image and which are divided into the
plurality of divided areas;

an allocating means that allocates the image acquired by
the acquiring means to the divided areas in the image area of
one of the layers, based on color information of the image
acquired by the acquiring means and color information of
each of the divided areas in the image area specified by the
specifying means; and

a generating means that generates a mosaic image by
superimposing, between layers, the image allocated in the
image area of two or more layers of the plurality of layers in
which an image is allocated to at least one of all of the divided
areas in the image area of each of the layers and the divided
areas of another layer comprising a display position which
overlaps the divided areas.

According to the present invention, a material image which
is a source of a mosaic image is configured with a plurality of
layers. That is, the source material image is expressed by
superimposing a plurality of layers. Images in each layer each
configure the material image.

Images acquired from the terminal device are allocated in
an area in which one layer image is drawn. Further, when
images are allocated to all divided areas in an image area of
each layer of two or more layers or when images are allocated
to divided areas of another layer having a display position
which overlaps divided areas even if there are the divided
areas to which posting images are not allocated, a mosaic
image is generated by superimposing between layers images
allocated in the image areas of the two or more layers.

In some cases, the mosaic image generated in this way is
not completed as a mosaic image which imitates a material
image. However, when images are allocated to all divided
areas in an image area of a given layer, this mosaic image is
completed as a mosaic image which imitates an image drawn
in this layer. Alternatively, even when images are not allo-
cated to some divided areas in an image area of a given layer,
images are allocated to divided areas of another layer having
a display position which overlaps these divided areas. Hence,
the mosaic image in the image area of this layer includes no
image defect portion.

Consequently, it is possible to generate a mosaic image
without image defect portions as a mosaic image which imi-
tates an image configuring a material image, and generate the
mosaic image as a more perfect mosaic image which imitates
a material image. Consequently, it is possible to generate a
mosaic image which is suitable for users to see even when
sufficient images are not acquired to complete the mosaic
image which imitates the material image.

Another aspect provides the image generation device,

wherein when allocation of an image in the image area of
one of the layers is completed by the allocating means, the
generating means generates a mosaic image configured with
the image allocated in the image area of the layer, and
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after the mosaic image is generated, when a number of
layers for which allocation of the image in the image area is
completed increases in proportion to an increase in a number
of images acquired by the acquiring means, the generating
means generates a mosaic image by superimposing between
layers an image allocated in the image area of each of the
layers for which allocation of the image in the image area is
completed.

According to the present invention, images acquired from
the terminal device are allocated in an area in which one layer
image is drawn. Further, when allocation of images in the area
in which one layer image is drawn is completed, a mosaic
image matching this layer is generated. Although the gener-
ated mosaic image is not completed as a mosaic image which
imitates a material image, this mosaic image is completed as
a mosaic image which imitates an image configuring the
material image.

Subsequently, in response to an increase of the number of
acquired images, allocation of images in the area in which the
image of another layer is drawn is completed. Then, images
allocated in the image area of each layer in which allocation
of images in the image area is completed are superimposed
between layers to generate a mosaic image. By this means, the
number of images imitated by a mosaic images increases, so
that a mosaic image which imitates a plurality of images
configuring the material image is completed.

Consequently, it is possible to generate a mosaic image as
a mosaic image which imitates an image configuring a mate-
rial image, and generate the mosaic image as a more perfect
mosaic image which imitates a material image. Conse-
quently, it is possible to generate a mosaic image which is
suitable for users to see even when sufficient images are not
acquired to complete the mosaic image which imitates the
material image.

Another aspect provides the image generation device,

further comprising an order information acquiring means
that acquires order information indicating a display order of
each of the layers,

wherein when allocation of the image in the image area of
the layer of an earliest display order indicated by the order
information among the plurality of layers is completed, the
generating means generates a mosaic image configured with
the image allocated in the image area of the layer, and

the generating means further generates a mosaic image by
superimposing between layers the image allocated in the
image area of the layer following the earliest display order
indicated by the order information among the layers for
which allocation of the image in the image area is completed.

According to the present invention, the number of images
imitated by a mosaic image to be generated increases accord-
ing to an order indicated by order information. Consequently,
it is possible to increase the number of images imitated by the
mosaic image based on an intention of a user who provides
the mosaic image.

Another aspect provides the image generation device,

further comprising a deciding means that decides whether
or not there is the divided area which is suitable to allocate the
image acquired by the acquiring means, based on color infor-
mation of the image acquired by the acquiring means and
color information of each of the divided areas,

wherein, when the deciding means decides that there is not
the divided area which is suitable to allocate the image
acquired by the acquiring means, the generating means does
not use the image acquired by the acquiring means to generate
a mosaic image.

According to the present invention, when the image
acquired by the terminal device is not suitable for any divided
area, this image is not used to generate a mosaic image.
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Consequently, it is possible to generate a mosaic image which
more faithfully imitates a material image.

Another aspect provides the image generation device,

wherein the acquiring means acquires an image to be
posted and identification information of a user who posts an
image from the terminal device, and

the image generation device further comprises an assign-
ing means thai, when the allocating means allocates the image
acquired by the acquiring means in the image area ofthe layer
through which points are set to be assigned, updates point
count information by adding a number of assigning points to
a number of points indicated by (he point count information
associated with the identification information acquired by the
acquiring means, among the point count information stored in
a point count information memory means thai associates and
stores the point count information indicating a number of
points held by the user, and the identification information of
the user.

According to the present invention, when an image is allo-
cated to a layer set in advance, points are assigned to a user
who has posted this image. By this means, it is possible to
encourage user’s motivation of posting images. Conse-
quently, it is possible to generate a mosaic image as a more
perfect mosaic image which imitates a material image.

Another aspect provides the image generation device,

wherein the acquiring means acquires an image posted by
a user from the terminal device, and

the image generation device further comprises:

a mosaic image transmitting means that transmits display
information for displaying the mosaic image generated by the
generating means, to the terminal device through the net-
work;

a receiving means that receives request information which
is transmitted from the terminal device when the user selects
an image included in the mosaic image displayed on the
terminal device based on the display information, and which
indicates a request of a profile of a user who has posted the
selected image; and

a profile information transmitting means that transmits
profile information indicating the profile of the user matching
the request information received by the receiving means, to
the terminal device which is a transmission source of the
request information.

According to the present invention, users who browse a
mosaic image can acquire a profile of a user who has posted
an image included in the displayed mosaic image. Conse-
quently, it is possible to encourage user’s motivation of
browsing a mosaic image.

Another aspect provides an image generation method in an
image generation device which generates a mosaic image,

the image generation method comprising:

a specifying step of specifying, in units of divided areas, an
image area in which an image is drawn in each layer of a
plurality of layers which configure a material image which is
a source of a mosaic image and which are divided into the
plurality of divided areas;

an allocating step of allocating the image acquired in the
acquiring step to the divided areas in the image area of one of
the layers, based on color information of the image acquired
in the acquiring step and color information of each of the
divided areas in the image area specified in the specifying
step; and

a generating step of generating a mosaic image by super-
imposing, between layers, the image allocated in the image
area of two or more layers of the plurality of layers in which
an image is allocated to at least one of all of the divided areas
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in the image area of each of the layers and the divided areas of
another layer comprising a display position which overlaps
the divided areas.

Another aspect provides an image generation program
causing a computer included in an image generation device
which generates a mosaic image, to execute:

a specifying step of specifying, in units of divided areas, an
image area in which an image is drawn in each layer of a
plurality of layers divided into the plurality of divided areas;

an allocating step of allocating the image acquired in the
acquiring step to the divided areas in the image area of one of
the layers, based on color information of the image acquired
in the acquiring step and color information of each of the
divided areas in the image area specified in the specifying
step; and

a generating step of generating a mosaic image by super-
imposing, between layers, the image allocated in the image
area of two or more layers of the plurality of layers in which
an image is allocated to at least one of all of the divided areas
in the image area of each of the layers and the divided areas of
another layer comprising a display position which overlaps
the divided areas.

Another aspect provides a recording medium having a
computer-readable image generation program recorded
therein which causes a computer included in an image gen-
eration device which generates a mosaic image, to execute:

a specifying step of specifying, in units of divided areas, an
image area in which an image is drawn in each layer of a
plurality of layers divided into the plurality of divided areas;

an allocating step of allocating the image acquired in the
acquiring step to the divided areas in the image area of one of
the layers, based on color information of the image acquired
in the acquiring step and color information of each of the
divided areas in the image area specified in the specifying
step; and

a generating step of generating a mosaic image by super-
imposing, between layers, the image allocated in the image
area of two or more layers of the plurality of layers in which
an image is allocated to at lease one of all of the divided areas
in the image area of each of the layers and the divided areas of
another layer comprising a display position which overlaps
the divided areas.

Effects of Invention

According to the present invention, it is possible to gener-
ate a mosaic image without image defect portions as a mosaic
image which imitates an image configuring a material image,
and generate the mosaic image as a more perfect mosaic
image which imitates a material image. Consequently, it is
possible to generate a mosaic image which is suitable for
users to see even when sufficient images are not acquired to
complete the mosaic image which imitates the material
image.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a view illustrating an example of a schematic
configuration of an information providing system including
an information providing device 1 according to an embodi-
ment.

FIG. 2A illustrates a material image 30 showing a mobile
telephone and a ribbon, and FIG. 2B illustrates a generation
example of a mosaic image 70 which imitates the material
image 30 showing the mobile telephone and the ribbon.
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FIG. 3 illustrates a generation example of a mosaic image
70z which imitates the material image 30 showing the mobile
telephone and the ribbon.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating an example of a
schematic configuration of the information providing device
1 according to an embodiment.

FIG. 5A is a view illustrating an example of content regis-
tered in a posting image DB 141, FIG. 5B is a view illustrating
an example of content registered in a material image DB 142,
FIG. 5D is a view illustrating an example of content set to
layer information, FIG. 5D is a view illustrating an example
of content registered in a mosaic image DB 143 and FIG. 5E
is aview illustrating an example of content registered in a user
information DB.

FIG. 6A illustrates an example of a layer L1, and FIG. 6B
illustrates an example of a layer [.2.

FIG. 7 illustrates an example of a layer L3.

FIG. 8A illustrates an example of a mosaic image 71a of
the layer [.1, and FIG. 8B illustrates an example of a mosaic
image 72 of the layer [.2.

FIG. 9 illustrates an example of a mosaic image 73 of the
layer L.3.

FIGS. 10A to C are views illustrating examples of a rela-
tionship between a state of allocated posing images in each
layer and a generated mosaic image.

FIG. 11A illustrates an example of the layer [.1, and FIG.
11B illustrates an example of a mosaic image 71c¢ of the layer
L1.

FIG. 12A illustrates a generation example of a mosaic
image 704 including posting images as a background, and
FIG. 12B illustrates a generation example of a mosaic image
70e in which a posting image is allocated to each divided area
in a background portion.

FIG. 13A illustrates a material image 100 showing three
people, and FIG. 13B illustrates an example of a layer R1.

FIG. 14A illustrates an example of a layer R2, and FIG.
14B illustrates an example of a layer R3.

FIGS. 15 A to C illustrate examples of mosaic images
generated when allocation of posting images in an image area
of'only one layer is completed, and FIGS. 15D to F illustrate
examples of mosaic images generated when allocation of
posting images in image areas of two layers is completed.

FIG. 16 is a block diagram illustrating a schematic con-
figuration example of a user terminal 2-£

FIG. 17 is a sequence diagram illustrating an operation of
the information providing device 1 matching a request of the
user terminal 2-k according to an embodiment.

FIG. 18 is a view illustrating a processing example in
processing of a system control unit 15 of the information
providing device 1 according to an embodiment upon recep-
tion of a posting image.

FIG. 19 is a view illustrating a processing example in point
processing of the system control unit 15 of the information
providing device 1 according to an embodiment. FIG. 20 is a
view illustrating a processing example in mosaic image gen-
eration processing of the system control unit 15 of the infor-
mation providing device 1 according to an embodiment.

FIG. 21 is a view illustrating a processing example in
mosaic image generation processing of the system control
unit 15 of the information providing device 1 according to an
embodiment.

FIG. 22 is a view illustrating a processing example in
processing of the system control unit 15 of the information
providing device 1 according to an embodiment upon recep-
tion of a mosaic image page request.

FIG. 23 is a view illustrating a mosaic image shown on a
display of a display unit 22.
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FIG. 24 is a view illustrating a mosaic image shown on the
display of the display unit 22.

FIG. 25 is a view illustrating a mosaic image shown on the
display of the display unit 22.

FIG. 26 is a view illustrating a mosaic image shown on the
display of the display unit 22.

FIG. 27A illustrates a material image 300 showing a cer-
tain landscape, and FIG. 27B illustrates an example of a layer
T1.

FIG. 28A illustrates an example of a layer T2, and FIG.
28B illustrates an example of a layer T3.

FIG. 29A illustrates an example of a mosaic image 321 of
the layer T1, and FIG. 29B illustrates an example of a mosaic
image 322 of the layer T2.

FIG. 30A illustrates an example of a mosaic image 351
generated using posting images allocated to the layers T1 and
T2, and FIG. 30B illustrates an example of a mosaic image
352 generated using posting images allocated to layers T1 to
T3.

MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE INVENTION

Hereinafter, embodiments of the present invention will be
described with reference to the drawings. In addition, the
embodiments will be described below where the present
invention is applied to an information providing device 1.
[First Embodiment]

First, a configuration and an outline of a function of an
information providing device 1 according to an embodiment
of the present invention will be described using FIG. 1.

FIG. 1 is a view illustrating an example of a schematic
configuration of an information providing system according
to the present embodiment.

As illustrated in FIG. 1, the information providing system
is configured to include the information providing device 1
and a plurality of user terminals 2-k (k=1 and 2 to n). Further,
the information providing device 1 and each of the user ter-
minals 2-k (k=1 and 2 to n) can transmit and receive data to
and from each other using, for example, TCP/IP for a com-
munication protocol through a network NW. In addition, the
network NW is constructed with, for example, Internet, a
dedicated communication line (for example, CATV (Com-
munity Antenna Television) line), a mobile communication
network (including, for example, base stations) and a gate-
way.

In addition, although only one information providing
device 1 is illustrated for ease of description with an example
in FIG. 1, there may be a plurality of information providing
devices 1. Further, there are the user terminals 2-k per user.

With this configuration, the information providing device 1
is, for example, a web server which is installed to run an
information providing site which provides various pieces of
information and services. This information providing device
1 transmits to the user terminal 2-k a web page according to a
HTTP (Hyper Text Transfer Protocol) request from the user
terminal 2-k. Further, the user terminal 2-% displays, for
example, the received web page on a window screen shown
on a display by means of a web browser. On the web page
displayed in this way, content information is displayed which
shows, for example, an outline of a product or service or
announces a campaign of this product or service.

Further, a mosaic image is displayed together with or in
association with the content information (for example, dis-
played on a web page of a link source of the content informa-
tion).

The information providing device 1 generates a mosaic
image displayed on a web page to be similar to an image
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(hereinafter, “material image”) selected as an image which
shows a picture (design) based on which a mosaic image is
generated. To generate a mosaic image, the information pro-
viding device 1 acquires an image posted by a user (herein-
after, “posting image”) from each user terminal 2-£. Further,
the information providing device 1 generates a mosaic image
which imitates a material image by combining a plurality of
posting images.

With a common method of generating a mosaic image, for
example, a material image is divided into a plurality of areas
(hereinafter, “divided areas”), and an image similar to an
image of the divided area is allocated to each divided area.
Thus, a mosaic image is generated.

Hereinafter, an example of a material image will be
described. FIG. 2A illustrates a material image 30 which
shows a mobile telephone and a ribbon. As illustrated in FIG.
2A, the material image 30 includes a mobile telephone image
31, a ribbon image 32 and a ribbon image 33. That is, the
mobile telephone and the ribbon are drawn in the material
image 30. Further, the material image 30 is divided into 986
divided areas 40 in total including 34 in a vertical direction
and 29 in a horizontal direction.

FIG. 2B illustrates a generation example of a mosaic image
70 which imitates the material image 30 showing a mobile
telephone and a ribbon. As illustrated in FIG. 2B, the mosaic
image 70 includes a mosaic image 71 which imitates the
mobile telephone image 31, a mosaic image 72 which imi-
tates the ribbon image 32 and a mosaic image 73 which
imitates the ribbon image 33.

When the mosaic image 70 which imitates the material
image 30 is generated by a common method, sufficient post-
ing images suitable for corresponding divided areas are
required for the images 31 to 33.

FIG. 3 illustrates a generation example of a mosaic image
70z which imitates the material image 30 showing the mobile
telephone and the ribbon. As illustrated in FI1G. 3, the mosaic
image 70z includes the mosaic image 71, a mosaic image 72a
which imitates the ribbon image 32 and the mosaic image 73.

When, for example, sufficient posting images suitable for
the ribbon image 32 are not acquired, there are divided areas
to which posting images are not allocated among divided
areas corresponding to the ribbon image 32 as illustrated in
FIG. 3. Hence, in the mosaic image 70z, the mosaic image 72a
including partially defect images is displayed. Portions of a
mosaic image which imitates the ribbon image 32 are not
completed, and the mosaic image 70z gives an incomplete
impression to users as a whole. This undermines a motivation
of seeing a mosaic image.

By contrast with this, with the present embodiment, a
material image is configured with a plurality of layers. In each
layer, one image included in a material image is drawn. That
is, an image drawn in each layer is a material image in layer
units. An image in layer units is referred to as a “layer image”
below. Further, the material image is expressed by superim-
posing a layer image of each layer between layers. Further-
more, each layer is divided into a plurality of divided areas.

The information providing device 1 allocates posting
images to divided areas of each layer. Further, by superim-
posing only layers in which posting images are allocated to
the entire layer image all over among all layers, a mosaic
image displayed on a web page is generated. By this means, a
complete mosaic image of an image in which allocation of
posting images is completed in a corresponding layer among
aplurality of images included in a material image is shown in
amosaic image in a web page. Consequently, it is possible to
avoid giving an incomplete impression.
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FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating an example of a
schematic configuration of the information providing device
1 according to the present embodiment.

As illustrated in FIG. 4, the information providing device 1
has a communication unit 11, a display unit 12, an operation
unit 13, a memory unit 14 (an example of point count infor-
mation memory means), an input/output interface unit 17 and
a system control unit 15 (acquiring means, specifying means,
generating means, deciding means, assigning means, mosaic
image transmitting means, receiving means and profile infor-
mation transmitting means). Further, the system control unit
15 and the input/output interface unit 17 are connected
through a system bus 16.

The communication unit 11 connects to the network NW,
and controls communication with the user terminal 2-%. Fur-
ther, the communication unit 11 functions as an interface of
connecting to the network NW, and acquiring a posting image
transmitted from the user terminal 2-%.

The display unit 12 has a display for displaying, for
example, the acquired data.

The operation unit 13 has, for example, a keyboard and a
mouse.

The memory unit 14 employs a configuration including, for
example, ahard disc drive. The memory unit 14 stores various
programs such as an operating system and a mosaic image
generation program (an example of an image generation pro-
gram according to the present invention). In addition, the
programs such as the mosaic image generation program may
be recorded in a recording medium such as a DVD (Digital
Versatile Disc) and read through a drive device.

Further, in the memory unit 14, a posting image DB (data-
base) 141, a material image DB 142 and a mosaic image DB
143 are constructed.

In addition, these databases may be constructed in a data-
base server which manages databases. In this case, the infor-
mation providing device 1 may be configured as a server
group configured to include the database server and other
servers.

FIG. 5A is a view illustrating an example of content regis-
tered in the posting image DB 141. As illustrated in FIG. 5A,
in the posting image DB 141, a posting image number, a
posting image, a user ID, color information and representa-
tive color information are associated per posting image and
stored.

The posting image number indicates an order at which a
posting image is posted. The posting image number is
assigned to each posting image in order from the first. A
posting image is image data registered in a format such as
JPEG (Joint Photographic Experts Group), TIFF (Tagged-
Image File Format) or PNG (Portable Network Graphics).
The user ID is identification information of a user who has
posted a posting image. In addition, the number of posting
images received from the user terminal 2-% and registered in
the posting image DB 141 is referred to as “the number of
posting images”.

The color information is posting image information calcu-
lated from a posting image. The color information refers to a
value obtained by adopting, for example, known RGB con-
version and quantizing a color indicated by the posting image.

Although this RGB conversion is a known technique and
will not be described in detail, the system control unit 15
dissolves pixel data configuring a posting image, into R
(Red), G (Green) and B (Blue) components per pixel, and
quantizes each component with 256 tones. The quantized
pixel data is represented by, for example, equation 1.

(R=0 to 255, G=0 to 255 and B=0 to 255) Equation (1)
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The color information is a set of items of pixel data of a
posting image. In addition, a method of quantizing a color
shown by a posting image is by no means limited to the RGB
conversion, and, for example, may adopt CMYK color con-
version or Lab color conversion. In addition, depending on a
format of a posting image transmitted from the user terminal
2-k, information of pixels has in some cases been quantized
already. In this case, the system control unit 15 only needs to
acquire color information from the posting image. In addi-
tion, calculating color information is an example of acquiring
color information.

The representative color information indicates, for
example, an impression of a color given by one posting image
as a whole.

More specifically, when, for example, a difference between
a given specific color component (for example, one of R, G
and B) and other color components in pixel data configuring
the RGB-converted posting image is a threshold set in
advance or more, representative color information of a post-
ing image indicates an impression of a color given by the
posting image as a whole as the specific color component. In
this case, representative color information indicates a specific
color as a representative color of the posting image.

A case will be described as an example where only a red
apple picture is enlarged and displayed as a posting image.
When all items of pixel data configuring this posting image is
RGB-converted, the RGB-converted pixel data has a R value
much higher than G and B values. In this case, when the
difference between the R value, and the G and B values is a
threshold set in advance or more, the representative color
information of the posting image is defined as R. In addition,
information indicating a color obtained by averaging colors
of pixels in a posting image may be used as representative
color information. Further, information indicating a color
which is the most frequently used in a posting image may be
used as representative color information.

FIG. 5B is a view illustrating an example of content regis-
tered in the material image DB 142. As illustrated in FIG. 5B,
in the material image DB 142, a material image ID, a material
image, the number of divisions, the number of layers, a dis-
play order flag, point assigning layer information and a plu-
rality of pieces of layer information are associated per mate-
rial image and registered.

The material image ID is identification information of a
material image. The material image is image data registered
in a format such as JPEG, TIFF or PNG. The number of
divisions indicates the number of divided areas of each layer
configuring a material image. The number, the size and an
arrangement of divided areas are common between layers.
The number of layers indicates the number of layers config-
uring a material image.

The display order flag refers to information indicating
whether or not a display order is set to each layer. When the
display order is set to each layer, the display order flag is set
to on. When the display order is not set to each layer, the
display order flag is set to off. The display order indicates the
order at which a mosaic image which imitates a layer image
drawn in a layer is displayed in a time domain direction.
When the display order flag is set to on, a mosaic image
displayed on a web page is generated using only posting
images allocated in an image area of a layer of a display order
next to the first display order among layers for which alloca-
tion of posting images to all divided areas in the image area
described below is completed. When the display order flag is
set to off, a mosaic image displayed on a web page is gener-
ated using posting images allocated in image areas of all
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layers for which allocation of posting images to all divided
areas in the image areas is completed.

The point assigning layer information indicates a layer
(hereinafter, “point assigning layer”) through which points
are assigned to a user among layers configuring a material
image. When a posting image is allocated to a divided area in
an image area of the point assigning layer, points described
below are assigned to the user who has posted the posting
image. That is, the number of holding points of the user
described below increases. In addition, for example, the point
assigning layer maybe set in advance by an administrator or
may be automatically set by the system control unit 15. Fur-
ther, a plurality of point assigning layers may be set.

FIG. 5C is a view illustrating an example of content set to
layer information. The layer information is information per
layer. A number of pieces of layer information indicated by
the number of layers are registered. As illustrated in FIG. 5C,
in the layer information, a layer ID, a layer image, a display
order, a Z order, representative color information, image area
information, outline information, point assigning area infor-
mation and color information of each divided area are set.

The layer ID is identification information of a layer.

The display order indicates the order at which a mosaic
image which imitates a layer image set to a layer is displayed
in the time domain direction. The display order is set when the
display order flag is set to on. In addition, the display order is
an example of order information according to the present
invention.

The Z order indicates an order at which a layer is displayed
in a Z axis direction. The Z axis direction is a direction in
which layers are superimposed. In some cases, positions of
divided areas to which posting images are allocated in each
layer overlap between layers. In this case, when posting
images allocated in each layer are superimposed, the system
control unit 15 selects as a posting image for generating a
mosaic image a posting image allocated in a layer indicating
the earliest Z order among posting images allocated to the
divided areas at the same position.

The layer image is an image drawn in a layer. The layer
image is image data registered in a format such as JPEG, TIFF
or PNG.

The representative color information indicates an impres-
sion of a color given by one layer image as a whole. Specific
content of representative color information is the same as
representative color information of a posting image. In addi-
tion, random information may be registered by an adminis-
trator of the information providing device 1 as representative
information of a layer image.

The image area information indicates in units of divided
areas an area in which a layer image is drawn. More specifi-
cally, the image area information is a list of divided areas in
which layer images are drawn among divided areas config-
uring a layer. The entire divided areas including layer images
are referred to as an “image area”. The posting image is
allocated to a divided area in the image area among divided
areas configuring a layer. A range in which a layer image is
not drawn in a layer is a range in which an image in the back
of this layer is displayed. The image in the back of a given
layer is a layer image drawn in a layer indicating an order
subsequent to this layer. The entire layer is an image area in
some cases, and part of a layer is an image area in some cases.

The outline information is a list of divided areas showing
anoutline in a layer image among divided areas configuring a
layer. The divided area showing an outline includes, for
example, an image showing an outline of, for example, a
pattern, a figure or an object expressed in a layer image. A
method of extracting an outline from an image includes, for
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example, recognizing a portion at which a color significantly
changes as an outline. In addition, the method of extracting an
outline is known, and therefore will not be described in detail.

The point assigning area information indicates a divided
area (hereinafter, “point assigning area”) through which
points are assigned to a user among divided areas in an image
area. When a posting image is allocated to a point assigning
area, points are assigned to a user who has posted this posting
image. In addition, for example, the point assigning area may
be set in advance by an administrator or may be automatically
set by the system control unit 15. Further, a plurality of point
assigning areas may be set.

The color information of a divided area is information of a
divided area calculated from this divided area. Specific con-
tent of color information is the same as color information ofa
posting image. Color information of a divided area is regis-
tered per divided area.

Material images and layer images may be registered in
advance in the material image DB 142, or material images
stored in an information recording medium such as a USB
memory may be read through an interface unit which is not
illustrated. Further, material images or layer images transmit-
ted from the user terminal 2-k may be registered in the mate-
rial image DB 142. When the user transmits a material image
to the information providing device 1 by operating the user
terminal 2-£, the user can browse a mosaic image which the
user desires. In addition, when only a material image is trans-
mitted from the user terminal 2-k, an administrator of the
information providing device 1 generates a layer image based
on a material image.

In addition, a material image itself is not used to generate a
mosaic image. Hence, the material image may not be regis-
tered in the material image DB 142. Further, if there are image
area information and color information of each divided area,
it is possible to generate a mosaic image. Hence, the layer
image may not be registered in the material image DB 142.

FIG. 5D is a view illustrating an example of content regis-
tered in the mosaic image DB 143. As illustrated in FI1G. 5D,
inthe mosaic image DB 143, amosaic image ID and table part
data which is a mosaic image are associated per mosaic image
and stored.

The mosaic image ID is identification information of a
mosaic image.

The table part data is data in which display content of a
mosaic image is described by a mark-up language. With the
present embodiment, a mosaic image is expressed as a table in
which a posting image is embedded in each cell. Each cell in
the table corresponds to one divided area. A description lan-
guage of table part data includes, for example, HTML (Hyper
Text Markup Language), XML (Extensible Markup Lan-
guage) and XHTML (Extensible HyperText Markup Lan-
guage). In addition, in the following description, the HTML is
used for the description language of table part data.

The table part data configures part of HTML document of
aweb page which displays a mosaic image. The user terminal
2-kdisplays a posting image in each cell in the table according
to description content of table part data included in the HTML
document to display a mosaic image in a web page.

For table part data, the table is defined by, for example, a
tabletag, atrtag oratdtag. For example, atag <a href="http://
WWW.yyy.zz7Z/zzz htm]”><img src="href="http://www.
yyy.zzz/aaa.jpeg’></a> is set between a td start tag and a td
end tag indicating a cell. Meanwhile, “http:/www.yyy.zzz/
aaa.jpeg” in an img tag is a URL (Uniform Resource Locator)
of a posting image. Meanwhile, “http:/www.yyy.zzz/
zzz.html” in an a tag is a URL of information related to a
posting image embedded in a cell (hereinafter, “posting
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image related information”). That is, an image link indicating
a hyperlink to posting image related information by a posting
image is set to a cell.

When the user performs an operation of selecting a posting
image in a mosaic image in a web page which displays the
mosaic image (that is, when the user selects an image link set
to a cell), posting image related information is displayed in a
web page. For example, the selected posting image is
enlarged and displayed as posting image related information.
Further, a profile (such as a name, a hometown and a hobby)
of a user who has posted the selected posting image, and a
URL (hereinafter, “profile URL”) of a web page which dis-
plays a detailed profile are displayed as posting image related
information.

Furthermore, the user information DB may be constructed
in the memory unit 14. FIG. 5E is a view illustrating an
example of content registered in the user information DB. As
illustrated in FIG. 5E, information related to each user is
registered in the user information DB. More specifically, in
the user information DB, a user 1D, a password, a name of a
user, a date of birth, the sex, a hometown, a telephone number,
an electronic mail address, the number of holding points, a
hobby and a profile URL are stored per user.

The uvser ID is identification information of the user. The
number of holding points refers to the total number of points
which the user currently holds. The user can utilize points
which the user holds, at, for example, a predetermined web-
site. When, for example, a user purchases a product using, for
example, a shopping site, the user can pay by points instead of
paying money. In addition, the number of holding points is an
example of point count information according to the present
invention.

User information registered in the user information DB is,
for example, information inputted by the user for user regis-
tration. In addition, in the user information DB, information
of users who only browse mosaic images without posting
images may not be registered.

The input/output interface unit 17 is a processing unit
which performs interface processing between the communi-
cation unit 11, the display unit 12, the operation unit 13 and
the memory unit 14, and the system control unit 15.

The system control unit 15 has, for example, a CPU (Cen-
tral Processing Unit) 15a, a ROM (Read Only Memory) 156
and a RAM (Random Access Memory) 15¢, and generates a
mosaic image.

Hereinafter, a method of generating a mosaic image by the
system control unit 15 will be described using the material
image 30 showing the mobile telephone and the ribbon illus-
trated in FIG. 2A as an example. The image 31, the image 32
and the image 33 included in the material image 30 are sepa-
rated into different layers. Further, the number of divisions of
each layer is 986 in total including 34 in the vertical direction
and 29 in the horizontal direction. Furthermore, the display
order is set to each layer. That is, the display order flag is set
to on.

FIG. 6A is an example of a layer L1. As illustrated in FIG.
6A, the layer L1 includes the mobile telephone image 31 as a
layer image. Further, the layer L1 is divided into 986 divided
areas 41. An image area 51 in the layer L1 is set to the entire
layer 1. In the layer L1, a portion in which the mobile
telephone image 31 is not drawn is a background. The display
order of the layer L1 is set to the first. Further, the Z order of
the layer L1 is set to the third. With the layer L1, the entire
layer is an image area. Hence, when posting images allocated
to the layers [L1 to L3 are superimposed, the Z order of the
layer L1 needs to be subsequent to the Z orders of the layers
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L2 and L3 to display a mosaic image which imitates the
ribbon image 32 and a mosaic image which imitates the
ribbon image 33.

FIG. 6Bisanexample of thelayer 2. Asillustrated in FIG.
6B, the layer .2 includes the ribbon image 32 as a layer
image. Further, the layer .2 is divided into 986 divided areas
42. An image area 52 in the layer .2 is set to only divided
areas including the ribbon image 32. The display order of the
layer 1.2 is set to the second. Further, the Z order of the layer
L2 is set to the first.

FIG. 7 illustrates an example of the layer L.3. As illustrated
in FIG. 7, the layer L3 includes the ribbon image 33 as a layer
image. Further, the layer L3 is divided into 986 divided areas
43. An image area 53 in the layer L3 is set to only divided
areas including the ribbon image 33. The display order of the
layer L3 is set to the third. Further, the Z order of the layer [.3
is set to the second.

When receiving a posting image from the user terminal 2-£,
the system control unit 15 allocates the received posting
image to a divided area of a layer. More specifically, by
acquiring image area information of each layer from the
material image DB 142, the system control unit 15 specifies
an image area of each layer. In addition, the system control
unit 15 may analyze image data of a layer image and specify
an image area.

Next, the system control unit 15 compares color informa-
tion of the posting image and color information of the divided
area in the image area of the layer. Further, when the color
information of the posting image and the color information of
the divided area approximate, this posting image is allocated
to this divided area. For example, the system control unit 15
calculates each similarity between color information of a
posting image and color information of each divided area in
the image area of the layer. Further, the system control unit 15
decides that the approximation holds when the calculated
similarity is a threshold set in advance or more. In this way,
the system control unit 15 decides a divided area which is
suitable to allocate a posting image. In addition, instead of
using color information, the system control unit 15 may
decide whether or not pieces of color information approxi-
mate using a representative color. The system control unit 15
can more easily allocate a posting image to a divided area by
using representative color information than by using color
information.

The system control unit 15 executes this allocation for each
layer. Hence, while one posting image is not allocated to any
layer in some cases, one posting image is allocated to a
plurality of layers in some cases. The system control unit 15
allocates a posting image in the same manner every time a
posting image is received from the user terminal 2-£. In pro-
portion to an increase in the number of posts, a mosaic image
of'each layer (a mosaic image which imitates a layer image)
comes closer to completion. Completion of a mosaic image of
a given layer means that allocation of posting images in an
image area of this layer is completed. That is, this means that
posting images are allocated to all divided areas in the image
area.

With examples illustrated in FIGS. 6 and 7, the system
controlunit 15 finally completes a mosaic image as illustrated
in FIGS. 8A, 8B and 9 by allocating posting images to the
layers L1 to L3.

FIG. 8A illustrates an example of a mosaic image 71a of
the layer L1. As illustrated in FIG. 8 A, the mosaic image 71a
of'the layer L1 includes the mosaic image 71 which imitates
the mobile telephone image 31. In the layer L1, posting
images are allocated to the entire layer which is the image
area of the layer L1.
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FIG. 8B illustrates an example of the mosaic image 72 of
the layer [.2. As illustrated in FIG. 8B, the mosaic image 72 of
the layer [.2 is a mosaic image which imitates the ribbon
image 32. In the layer L2, posting images are allocated to an
area which is the image area of the layer [.2 and in which the
ribbon image 32 is drawn.

FIG. 9 illustrates an example of the mosaic image 73 of the
layer L.3. As illustrated in FIG. 9, the mosaic image 73 of the
layer 1.3 is a mosaic image which imitates the ribbon image
33. In the layer L3, posting images are allocated to an area
which is the image area of the layer L3 and in which the
ribbon image 33 is drawn.

When allocation of posting images in an image area of one
layer of all layers is completed, the system control unit 15
generates a mosaic image which a web page displays, using
the posting images allocated to this layer. That is, the system
control unit 15 generates a mosaic image of this layer.

Subsequently, every time the number of layers for which
allocation of posting images in an image area is completed
increases, the system control unit 15 regenerates a mosaic
image. More specifically, the system control unit 15 generates
a mosaic image by superimposing between layers posting
images allocated to an image area of each layer for which
allocation of posting images in the image area is completed.

Meanwhile, when a display order is set to each layer, the
system control unit 15 generates a mosaic image using post-
ing images allocated only to a layer of a display order next to
the layer of the first display order among layers for which
allocation of posting images in the image area is completed.

FIGS. 10A to 10C are views illustrating examples of a
relationship between a state of allocated posing images in
each layer and a generated mosaic image.

As illustrated in, for example, FIG. 10A, allocation of
posting images in the image areas of the layers [.1 and L3 is
completed, and allocation for the layer [.2 is completed. In
this case, the display orders of the layer [.1 and the layer L3
are not continuous. Hence, the system control unit 15 gener-
ates a mosaic image using only posting images allocated to
the layer L1. That is, the system control unit 15 generates a
mosaic image 70a including the mosaic image 71 which
imitates the mobile telephone image 31.

Further, as illustrated in, for example, FIG. 10B, allocation
of'posting images in the image areas of the layer L1 and .2 is
completed, and allocation for the layer L3 is not completed. In
this case, the display orders of the layer [.1 and the layer 1.2
are continuous. Hence, the system control unit 15 generates a
mosaic image using posting images allocated to the layers L1
and L.2. That is, the system control unit 15 generates a mosaic
image 705 including the mosaic image 71 which imitates the
mobile telephone image 31 and the mosaic image 72 which
imitates the ribbon image 32.

Further, as illustrated in FIG. 10C, allocation of posting
images in the image areas of the layers .1 to .3 is completed.
In this case, the display orders of the layer L1 to the layer [.3
are continuous. Hence, the system control unit 15 generates a
mosaic image using posting images allocated to the layers L1
to L3, respectively. That is, the system control unit 15 gener-
ates the mosaic image 70 illustrated in FIG. 2B.

In addition, an image area may be set only to a portion of
the mobile telephone image 31 in the layer L1 instead of
setting the image area to the entire layer. More specifically, as
illustrated in FIG. 11A, an image area 51a is set.

In this case, when allocation of posting images in the image
areas of the layers L1 to L3 is completed, a mosaic image 70¢
illustrated in FIG. 11B is generated. As illustrated in FIG.
11B, the mosaic image 70c¢ includes the mosaic image 71, the
mosaic image 72 and the mosaic image 73. The mosaic image
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70c¢ includes an image defect area. However, this area corre-
sponds to a background portion in which nothing is shown in
the material image 30. Further, a mosaic image which imi-
tates a mobile telephone and a mosaic image which imitates a
ribbon are displayed in a complete state. Consequently, it is
possible to avoid giving an incomplete impression to users.

It is possible to fill an image defect area in the mosaic
image 70c¢. For example, some posting images may be used as
abackground. FIG. 12A illustrates a generation example of a
mosaic image 704 including posting images as the back-
ground. As illustrated in FIG. 12A, the mosaic image 704
includes the mosaic image 71, the mosaic image 72, the
mosaic image 73 and posting images 81 as the background. In
this case, a layer for the background may be provided. In this
case, the number of divisions of the layer for the background
is 1 for ease of description.

Further, the system control unit 15 may allocate one post-
ing image to each divided area of the background portion.
FIG. 12B illustrates a generation example of a mosaic image
70e in which a posting image is allocated to each divided area
of the background portion. As illustrated in FIG. 12B, the
mosaic image 70e includes the mosaic image 71, the mosaic
image 72 and the mosaic image 73. Further, with the mosaic
image 70e, a posting image 82 is allocated to each divided
area which is a background area. In addition, the system
control unit 15 fills a plurality of posting images in divided
areas instead of filling one posting image in each divided area
which is a background.

Next, a case where a display order is not set to each layer,
that is, a case where a display order flag is set to off, will be
described.

FIG. 13A illustrates a material image 100 showing three
people. As illustrated in FIG. 13A, the material image 100
includes a person image 101 on a left side, a person image 102
in the center and a person image 103 on a right side. The
person in the center is positioned diagonally behind the per-
son on the left on the material image 100, and part of the
image 102 is hidden by the image 101. Further, the person on
the right side is positioned diagonally behind the person in the
center on the material image 100, and part of the image 103 is
hidden by the image 102. The image 101, the image 102 and
the image 103 are separated into different layers. Further, the
number of divisions of each layer is 986 in total including 34
in the vertical direction and 29 in the horizontal direction.

FIG. 13B is an example of a layer R1. As illustrated in FI1G.
13B, the layer R1 includes the person image 101 on the left
side as a layer image. An image area 111 in the layer R1 is set
to only divided areas including the image 101. The Z order of
the layer R1 is set to the first.

FIG. 14A is an example ofa layer R2. As illustrated in F1G.
14A, the layer R2 includes the person image 102 in the center
as a layer image. Although part of the image 102 is hidden in
the material image 100, the entire image 102 is seen in the
layer R2. An image area 112 in the layer R2 is set to only
divided areas including the image 102. The Z order of the
layer R2 is set to the second.

FIG. 14B is an example of the layer R3. As illustrated in
FIG. 14B, the layer R3 includes the person image 103 on the
right side as a layer image. Although part of the image 103 is
hidden in the material image 100, the entire image 103 is seen
inthelayer R3. Animage area 113 inthe layer R3 is set to only
divided areas including the image 103. The Z order of the
layer R3 is set to the third.

Irrespectively of a layer for which allocation of posting
images in an image area is completed first in the material
image 100, a mosaic image which a web page displays is
generated using posting images allocated to this layer.
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FIGS. 15A to 15C illustrate examples of mosaic images
generated when allocation of posting images in an image area
for only one layer is completed.

When, for example, allocation for only the layer R1 is
completed, a mosaic image 121 is generated as illustrated in
FIG. 15A. The mosaic image 121 includes a mosaic image
131 which imitates the person image 101 on the left side.

Further, when, for example, allocation for only the layer R2
is completed, a mosaic image 122 is generated as illustrated in
FIG. 15B. The mosaic image 122 includes a mosaic image
132 which imitates the person image 102 in the center. The
mosaic image 132 imitates a state where the entire person
image 102 in the center is seen.

Further, when allocation for only the layer R3 is com-
pleted, a mosaic image 123 is generated as illustrated in FI1G.
15C. The mosaic image 123 includes a mosaic image 133
which imitates the person image 103 on the right side. The
mosaic image 133 imitates a state where the entire person
image 103 on the right side is seen.

Subsequently, when the number of layers for which allo-
cation of posting images in image areas is completed
increases to two, a mosaic image is generated by superimpos-
ing posting images allocated to these two layers.

FIGS. 15D to 15F illustrate examples of mosaic images
generated when allocation of posting images in image areas
of two layers is completed.

When, for example, allocation for the layer R1 and the
layer R2 is completed, a mosaic image 124 is generated as
illustrated in FIG. 15D. The mosaic image 124 includes the
mosaic image 131 which imitates the person image 101 on the
left side, and the mosaic image 132 which imitates the person
image 102 in the center. Further, part of the mosaic image 132
is hidden by the mosaic image 131 according to the Z orders
of the layer R1 and the layer R2.

Further, when allocation for the layer R2 and the layer R3
is completed, a mosaic image 125 is generated as illustrated in
FIG. 15E. The mosaic image 125 includes the mosaic image
132 which imitates the personimage 102 in the center, and the
mosaic image 133 which imitates the person image 103 on the
right side. Further, part of the mosaic image 133 is hidden by
the mosaic image 132 according to the Z orders of the layer
R2 and the layer R3.

Furthermore, when allocation for the layer R1 and the layer
R3 is completed, a mosaic image 126 is generated as illus-
trated in FIG. 15F. The mosaic image 126 includes the mosaic
image 131 which imitates the person image 101 on the left
side, and the mosaic image 133 which imitates the person
image 103 on the right side.

Subsequently, when the number of layers for which allo-
cation of posting images in image areas is completed
increases to three, a mosaic image which imitates the material
image 100 is generated by superimposing posting images
allocated to these three layers. In this case, the generated
mosaic image includes the mosaic image 131 which imitates
the person image 101 on the left side, the mosaic image 132
which imitates the person image 102 in the center, and the
mosaic image 133 which imitates the person image 103 on the
right side.

In addition, the number of layers is 3 with the specific
example described so far. However, the number of layers may
be 2, or 4 or more. Further, the number of images included in
one layer may be plural.

Next, a configuration and a function of the user terminal
2-k will be described using FIG. 16.

FIG. 16 is a block diagram illustrating a schematic con-
figuration example of the user terminal 2-%.
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As illustrated in FIG. 16, the user terminal 2-k has an
operation unit 21, a display unit 22, a communication unit 23,
a drive unit 24, a memory unit 25, an input/output interface
unit 26 and a system control unit 27. Further, the system
control unit 27 and the input/output interface unit 26 are
connected through a system bus 28. For the user terminal 2-%,
for example, a personal computer, a PDA (Personal Digital
Assistant) or a mobile telephone is applied.

The operation unit 21 has, for example, a keyboard and a
mouse.

The display unit 22 has a display for displaying, for
example, web pages.

The communication unit 23 connects to the network NW to
control a communication state with, for example, the infor-
mation providing device 1. The drive unit 24 reads, for
example, data from a disc DK (recording medium) such as a
CD (Compact Disc) or a DVD (Digital Versatile Disc), and
records, for example, data in the disc DK.

The memory unit 25 includes, for example, a hard disc
drive, and stores, for example, an operating system (O/S) and
a web browser program.

The system control unit 27 has, for example, a CPU 274, a
ROM 276 and a RAM 27¢. Further, the system control unit 27
executes the web browser program under execution of the
operation system to display the mosaic image on the web
browser.

Furthermore, the system control unit 27 transmits the post-
ing images to the information providing device 1 through the
communication unit 23. Still further, the system control unit
27 can associate information related to the posting images,
with the posting images, and transmit the information.

Next, an operation of an information providing system
matching a request of the user terminal 2-% according to the
present embodiment will be described using FIGS. 17 to 22.

FIG. 17 is a sequence diagram illustrating an operation of
the information providing device 1 matching a request of the
user terminal 2-k according to the present embodiment.

As illustrated in FIG. 17, the given user terminal 2-% such
as a user terminal 2-1 selects an image posted by a user. Then,
the user terminal 2-1 transmits the selected image as a posting
image to the information providing device 1 (step S10). In this
case, the user terminal 2-1 transmits a user ID of the user who
has posted the image, to the information providing device 1.

FIG. 18 is a view illustrating a processing example in
processing of the system control unit 15 of the information
providing device 1 according to the present embodiment upon
reception of a posting image. The processing upon reception
of'a posting image is started when the information processing
device 1 receives a posting image and a user ID from the user
terminal 2-%.

As illustrated in FIG. 18, the system control unit 15 sets a
mosaic image generation flag to off (step S51). The mosaic
image generation flag is information indicating whether or
not to generate a mosaic image in response to the currently
received posting image. Next, the system control unit 15
calculates color information of the currently received posting
image (step S52).

Next, the system control unit 15 selects one layer among,
for example, all layers of a material image selected in advance
as a generation source of a mosaic image (step S53). Next, the
system control unit 15 specifies the image area of the selected
layer (step S54). More specifically, by acquiring image area
information of the selected layer from the material image DB
142 and referring to image area information, the system con-
trol unit 15 specifies an image area.

Next, the system control unit 15 decides whether or not
allocation to all divided areas in the image area of the selected
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layer is completed (step S55). In this case, when deciding that
allocation to all divided areas in the image area of the selected
layer is completed (step S55: YES), the system control unit 15
proceeds to step S68.

By contrast with this, when deciding that there are divided
areas to which posting images are not allocated in the image
area of the selected layer (step S55: NO), the system control
unit 15 acquires color information of each divided area in the
image area of the selected layer from the material image DB
142 (step S56).

Next, the system control unit 15 acquires outline informa-
tion of the selected layer from the material image DB 142, and
specifies divided areas including images showing an outline
from divided areas in the image area of the selected layer
based on the outline information. Further, the system control
unit 15 calculates the similarity between color information of
the currently received posting image and color information of
each divided area to which a posting image is not yet allocated
among divided areas including images showing the outline in
the image area of the selected layer (step S57).

Next, the system control unit 15 selects a divided area of
the calculated highest similarity (step S58). Next, the system
control unit 15 decides whether or not the similarity calcu-
lated for the selected divided area is a threshold set in advance
or more (step S59). In this case, when deciding that the
similarity calculated for the selected divided area is a thresh-
old or more (step S59: YES), the system control unit 15
allocates the currently received posting image to the selected
divided area in the selected layer (step S63). For example, in
the memory unit 14, allocation information indicating an
allocation relationship between a divided area and a posting
image is stored per layer. The system control unit 15 allocates
a new posting image number to a currently received posting
image. Further, the system control unit 15 associates and sets
a new posting image number and a divided area number
which is a selected divided area number, to allocation infor-
mation.

By contrast with this, when deciding that the similarity
calculated for the selected divided area is not a threshold or
more (step S59: NO), the system control unit 15 calculates the
similarity between color information of the currently received
posting image and color information of each divided area to
which a posting image is not yet allocated among divided
areas including no image showing an outline in the image area
of the selected layer (step S60).

Next, the system control unit 15 selects a divided area of
the calculated highest similarity (step S61). Next, the system
control unit 15 decides whether or not the similarity calcu-
lated for the selected divided area is a threshold set in advance
or more (step S62). In this case, when deciding that the
similarity calculated for the selected divided area is not a
threshold or more (step S62: NO), the system control unit 15
proceeds to step S68.

By contrast with this, when deciding that the similarity
calculated for the selected divided area is a threshold or more
(step S62: YES), the system control unit 15 allocates the
currently received posting image to the selected divided area
in the selected layer (step S63). Thus, the system control unit
15 preferentially allocates a posting image to a divided area
including an image showing an outline.

After finishing processing in step S63, the system control
unit 15 registers the currently received posting image in the
posting image DB 141 (step S64). More specifically, the
system control unit 15 associates and registers a posting
image number, a currently received posting image, a currently
received user ID and color information of the currently
received posting image.
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Next, the system control unit 15 executes point processing
described below (step S65). Next, the system control unit 15
decides whether or not posting images are allocated to all
divided areas in the image area of the selected layer (step
S66). In this case, when deciding that there are divided areas
to which posting images are not allocated in the image area of
the divided areas of the selected layer (step S66: NO), the
system control unit 15 proceeds to step S68.

By contrast with this, when deciding that posting images
are allocated to all divided areas of the selected layer (step
S66: YES), the system control unit 15 sets a mosaic image
generation flag to on (step S67), and proceeds to step S68.

In step S68, the system control unit 15 decides whether or
not all layers of a material image which is a generation source
of' a mosaic image are selected. In this case, when deciding
that there is a layer which is not yet selected (step S68: NO),
the system control unit 15 selects one layer which is not yet
selected (step S69) and proceeds to step S54.

By contrast with this, when deciding that all layers are
selected (step S68: YES), the system control unit 15 decides
whether or not the mosaic image generation flag is set to on
(step S70). In this case, when deciding that the mosaic image
generation flag is set to on (step S70: YES), the system control
unit 15 executes mosaic image generation processing
described below (step S74). Next, the system control unit 15
transmits a posting completion message to the user terminal
2-k which is a transmission source of a posting image (step
S74), and finishes processing upon reception of a posting
image. The posting completion message indicates that post-
ing of a posting image is completed. The user terminal 2-%
displays the received posting completion message on the
display unit 22.

By contrast with this, when deciding that the mosaic image
generation flag is not set to on (step S70: NO), the system
control unit 15 decides whether or not the currently received
posting image is allocated to a divided area of one or more
layers (step S71). In this case, when deciding that the cur-
rently received posting image is not allocated to any divided
area of a material image (step S71: NO), the system control
unit 15 transmits the posting rejection message to the user
terminal 2-k which is the transmission source of a posting
image (step S72), and finishes processing upon reception of a
posting image. The posting rejection message indicates that
posting of a posting image is rejected. The user terminal 2-%
displays the received posting rejection message on the display
unit 22.

By contrast with this, when deciding that the currently
received posting image is allocated to a divided area of one or
more material image (step S71: YES), the system control unit
15 transmits a posting completion message to the user termi-
nal 2-k which is the transmission source of the posting image
(step S73), and finishes processing upon reception of the
posting image.

In addition, when allocating the currently received posting
image to a divided area, the system control unit 15 may
allocate the currently received posting image to a divided area
to which another posting image is already allocated. More
specifically, the system control unit 15 calculates the similar-
ity between color information of a given divided area and
color information of a posting image which is already allo-
cated to the divided area. Further, the system control unit 15
calculates the similarity between color information of the
divided area and color information of the currently received
posting image. Further, when the similarity to color informa-
tion of the currently received posting image is higher than the
similarity to color information of a posting image which is
already allocated, the currently received posting image is
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allocated to this divided area. That is, the system control unit
15 allocates a posting image which is more suitable for the
divided area than a posting image which is already allocated
to the divided area. By this means, it is possible to generate a
mosaic image which more faithfully imitates a material
image. Further, in this case, the system control unit 15 may
assign points to a user who has posted a newly allocated
posting image instead of the posting image which is already
allocated.

FIG. 19 is a view illustrating a processing example in point
processing of the system control unit 15 of the information
providing device 1 according to the present embodiment.

Asillustrated in FIG. 19, the system control unit 15 decides
whether or not a divided area to which a posting image is
allocated is a point assigning area, based on point assigning
area information of the selected layer (step S81). In this case,
when deciding that the divided area to which the posting
image is allocated is a point assigning area (step S81: YES),
the system control unit 15 assigns points to the user who has
posted a posting image. First, the system control unit 15
acquires a user ID associated with the posting image allocated
to this divided area, from the posting image DB 141 (step
S82).

Next, the system control unit 15 updates the number of
holding points associated with the acquired user ID (step
S83). More specifically, the system control unit 15 acquires
the number ofholding points associated with the user ID from
the user information DB. Next, the system control unit 15
updates the number of points by adding, for example, the
number of points set in advance to the acquired number of
holding points. Next, the system control unit 15 rewrites the
number of holding points associated with the acquired user
ID and stored in the user information DB, to the updated
number of points. After finishing processing in step S83, the
system control unit 15 finishes the point processing.

When deciding in step S81 that a divided area to which a
posting image is allocated is not a point assigning area (step
S81: NO), the system control unit 15 decides whether or not
a layer to which the posting image is allocated is a point
assigning layer (step S84). In this case, when deciding that the
layer to which the posting image is allocated is a point assign-
ing layer (step S84: YES), the system control unit 15 executes
processings insteps S82 and S83. That is, the system control
unit 15 assigns points to a user who has posted a posting
image. By contrast with this, when deciding the layer to
which the posting image is allocated is not a point assigning
layer (step S84: NO), the system control unit 15 finishes point
processing.

FIGS. 20 and 21 are views illustrating processing examples
in mosaic image generation processing of the system control
unit 15 of the information providing device 1 according to the
present embodiment.

As illustrated in FIG. 20, the system control unit 15
acquires a display order flag of a material image which is a
generation source of a mosaic image, from the material image
DB 142, and decides whether or not the acquired display
order flag is set to on (step S101). In this case, when deciding
that the display order flag is set to on (step S101: YES), the
system control unit 15 specifies a layer of a display order next
to the first display order.

First, the system control unit 15 sets the number of cur-
rently displayed layers N to a display order i (step S102). The
number of currently displayed layers N is the number of
layers which is currently used to generate a mosaic image
displayed on a web page. At the point of time when the
information providing device 1 receives the first posting
image, the number of currently displayed layers N is set to O.
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Further, the system control unit 15 acquires the display order
of each layer of the material image which is a generation
source of a mosaic image, from the material image DB 142.

Next, the system control unit 15 decides whether or not
allocation of posting images to all divided areas in the image
area of a layer of an i+1th display order is completed (step
S103). In this case, when deciding that allocation of posting
images to all divided areas is completed (step S103: YES), the
system control unit 15 updates the display order i by adding 1
to the display order i (step S104). Next, the system control
unit 15 proceeds to step S103.

By contrast with this, when deciding that there is a divided
area to which a posting image is not allocated in the image
area of the layer of the i+1th display order (step S103: NO),
the system control unit 15 decides whether or not the display
order i1is greater than the number of currently displayed layers
N (step S105). In this case, when deciding that the display
order i is not greater than the number of currently displayed
layers N (step S105: NO), the system control unit 15 finishes
mosaic image generation processing.

The mosaic image generation processing is executed when
the number of layers for which allocation of posting images to
all divided areas in an image area is completed increases.
However, allocation of posting images to the layer of the first
display order is not completed in some cases. In this case, the
display order i does not change from 0, and therefore a mosaic
image is not generated. Further, in some cases, there is a layer
for which allocation is not completed between a layer for
which allocation of posting images is currently and newly
completed and a layer of the first display order. In this case,
the display order of the layer for which allocation is currently
and newly completed does not continue from the layer of the
first display order for which allocation is completed. In this
case, the display order i does not become greater than the
number of currently displayed layers N, and therefore a new
mosaic image is not generated.

When deciding in step S105 that the display order i is
greater than the number of currently displayed layers N (step
S105: YES), the system control unit 15 sets the display order
i to the number of currently displayed layers N (step S106).
Next, the system control unit 15 generates a layer list listing
layers from the first display order to the N-th display order as
a list of layers used to generate a mosaic image (step S107).
Next, the system control unit 15 proceeds to step S110.

When deciding in step S101 that the display order flag is
not set to on (step S101: NO), the system control unit 15
generates a layer list listing all layers for which allocation of
posting images to all divided areas in an image area is com-
pleted (step S108). Next, the system control unit 15 sets the
number of listed layers to the number of currently displayed
layers N (step S109), and proceeds to step S110.

When the layer list is generated, the system control unit 15
determines per divided area a posting image used to generate
a mosaic image to be generated this time according to the Z
order of each layer. That is, the system control unit 15
executes processing corresponding to superimposing of
mosaic images between layers.

First, the system control unit 15 selects a layer of the last Z
order among layers registered in the layer list (step S110).
Next, the system control unit 15 sets allocation information
for generating a mosaic image as default (step Sill). More
specifically, the system control unit 15 copies allocation
information of the selected layer from the memory unit 14 to
the RAM 15¢, and uses the copied allocation information on
the RAM 15¢ as allocation information for generating a
mosaic image.
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Next, the system control unit 15 deletes the selected layer
from the layer list (step S112). Next, the system control unit
15 decides whether or not a layer is still registered in the layer
list (step S113). In this case, when deciding that a layer is still
registered in the layer list (step S113: YES), the system con-
trol unit 15 selects the layer of the last Z order among the
layers registered in the layer list (step S114).

Next, the system control unit 15 sets 1 to a divided area
number j (step S115). Subsequently, a divided area of a
divided area number j is referred to as a “divided area j”. Next,
the system control unit 15 decides whether or not the divided
area j of the selected layer is a divided area in the image area
of'this layer, based on image area information of the selected
layer (step S116). In this case, when deciding that the divided
area j of the selected layer is not a divided area in the image
area of this layer (step S116: NO), the system control unit 15
proceeds to step S118.

By contrast with this, when deciding that the divided area
jofthe selected layer is a divided area in the image area of this
layer (step S116: YES), the system control unit 15 allocates a
posting image allocated to the divided area j of the selected
layer, to the divided area for generating a mosaic image (step
S117). More specifically, the system control unit 15 acquires
a posting image number associated with the divided area
number j from the allocation information of the selected layer.
Next, the system control unit 15 associates and sets the
acquired posting image number and the divided area number
j to allocation information for generating a mosaic image.
After finishing processing in step S117, the system control
unit 15 proceeds to step S118.

In step S118, the system control unit 15 decides whether or
not the divided area number j is less than the number of
divisions of a material image which is a generation source of
a mosaic image. In this case, when deciding that the divided
area number j is less than the number of divisions (step S118:
YES), the system control unit 15 updates the divided area
number j by adding 1 to the divided area number j (step S119).
Next, the system control unit 15 proceeds to step S116.

By contrast with this, when deciding that the divided area
number j is not less than the number of divisions (step S118:
NO), the system control unit 15 proceeds to step S112.

When deciding in step S113 that all layers are deleted from
the layer list (step S113: NO), the system control unit 15
generates a mosaic image.

As illustrated in FIG. 21, the system control unit 15 gen-
erates table part data of a table having a number of cells
indicated by the number of divisions of a material image
which is a generation source of a mosaic image (step S151).
Next, the system control unit 15 sets 1 to the divided area
number j (step S152).

Next, the system control unit 15 selects a posting image
allocated to the divided area j based on allocation information
for generating a mosaic image (step S153). Next, the system
control unit 15 generates an img tag for in-line displaying the
selected posting image in the table in the web page (step
S154).

Next, the system control unit 15 acquires the user ID of the
user who has posted the selected posting image, from the
posting image DB 141 (step S155). Next, the system control
unit 15 acquires user information associated with the
acquired user ID, from the user information DB (step S156).
Next, the system control unit 15 generates HTML document
(hereinafter, “posting image related information part data™)
for displaying posting image related information, based on
the acquired user information (step S157). Next, the system
control unit 15 generates an a tag including a URL of the
posting image related information (step S158).
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Inaddition, the system control unit 15 may display not only
posting image related information of a posting image finally
allocated to generate a mosaic image, but also posting image
related information of a posting image allocated to a divided
area ofeach layer selected as a layer used to generate a mosaic
image. More specifically, the system control unit 15 acquires
auser ID of a user who has posted a posting image allocated
to the divided area j of each layer selected as a layer used to
generate a mosaic image, based on allocation information of
each layer. Next, the system control unit 15 acquires user
information associated with each acquired user ID. Further,
the system control unit 15 generates posting image related
information part data based on each acquired user informa-
tion.

Next, the system control unit 15 sets the generated img tag
and a tag to a cell corresponding to the divided area j among
cells in the table part data generated in step S151 (step S159).
Next, the system control unit 15 decides whether or not the
divided area number j is less than a value indicated by the
number of divisions of a material image which is a generation
source of a mosaic image (step S160). In this case, when
deciding that the divided area number j is less than a value
indicated the number of divisions (step S160: YES), the sys-
tem control unit 15 updates the divided area number j by
adding 1 to the divided area number j (step S161). Next, the
system control unit 15 proceeds to step S153.

By contrast with this, when deciding that the divided area
number j is not less than a value indicated by the number of
divisions (step S160: NO), the system control unit 15 registers
table part data to which a tag is set, in the mosaic image DB as
amosaic image (step S162). After finishing processing in step
S162, the system control unit 15 finishes mosaic image gen-
eration processing.

Back to description of FIG. 17, when the given user termi-
nal 2-ksuch as a user terminal 2-2 activates a web browser and
transmits a HTTP request from the system control unit 27 to
the information providing device 1 (step S1), the system
control unit 15 generates HTML document of a web page
which displays the mosaic image according to this request
(step S2) and distributes the HIML document of the web
page to the user terminal 2-2 (step S3). In addition, the HTTP
request transmitted in step S1 is referred to as a “mosaic
image page request”.

FIG. 22 is a view illustrating a processing example in
processing of the system control unit 15 of the information
providing device 1 according to the present embodiment upon
reception of a mosaic image page request. The processing
upon reception of a mosaic image page request is started
when the information providing device 1 receives the mosaic
image page request from the user terminal 2-%.

As illustrated in FIG. 22, the system control unit 15 decides
whether or not the number of currently displayed layers N is
0 (step S201). When the number of currently displayed layers
N is 0, even one table part data is not generated as a mosaic
image. Then, when deciding that the number of currently
displayed layers N is O (step S201: YES), the system control
unit 15 transmits HTML document of a web page which does
not display a mosaic image to the user terminal 2-£ which is
the transmission source of the mosaic image page request
(step S202), and finishes the processing upon reception of the
mosaic image page request.

By contrast with this, when deciding that the number of
currently displayed layers N is not 0 (step S201: NO), the
system control unit 15 acquires the latest table part data from
the mosaic image DB 143 (step S203). The latest table part
data refers to table part data generated immediately before by
mosaic image generation processing.
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Next, the system control unit 15 selects a layer which is a
display target of a mosaic image change condition message
among layers which configure a material image which is a
generation source of a mosaic image, and for which allocation
of posting images to all divided areas in image areas is not
completed (step S204). The mosaic image change condition
message indicates a condition that a mosaic image displayed
on a web page changes. The change of the mosaic image in
this case means that a mosaic image changes in response to an
increase in the number of portions imitating a layer image in
the mosaic image. Hence, the condition that a mosaic image
changes is required to complete allocation of posting images
in an image area for each layer for which allocation of posting
images to an image area is not completed.

When, for example, a display order flag of a material image
is set to on, the system control unit 15 selects a layer of the
N+1th display order. Current layers used to generate a mosaic
image are layers of'the first to N-th display orders. Therefore,
it is necessary to complete allocation of posting images in an
image area of a layer of the N+1th display order to change a
mosaic image displayed on a web page.

Further, when, for example, the display order flag of the
material image is set to off, the system control unit 15 selects
a layer at random from layers for which allocation of posting
images in an image area is not completed. In this case, the
system control unit 15 may select a plurality of layers.

After finishing processing in step S204, the system control
unit 15 acquires representative color information of the
selected layer from the material image DB 142 (step S205).

Next, the system control unit 15 generates a text of a
mosaic image change condition message based on the
acquired representative color information (step S206). For
example, the mosaic image change condition message shows
“If you send more 0 images, a picture will change!!”. Mean-
while, “0” represents a character indicating a representative
color of a material image. The mosaic image change condi-
tion message is displayed in a web page which displays a
mosaic image. For example, the selected layer is the layer 1.2
illustrated in F1G. 6B, and a representative color of the ribbon
image 32 is red. In this case, the system control unit 15
generates a text of a message showing “If you send more red
images, a picture will change!!”.

In addition, when a plurality of layers are selected, the
system control unit 15 may generate a text of a mosaic image
change condition message based on each representative color
information (for example, “If you send more red or yellow
images, a picture will change!!”).

Next, the system control unit 15 generates a web page
which displays a mosaic image based on the table part data
acquired from the mosaic image DB 143 and the generated
text of the mosaic image change condition (step S207). Next,
the system control unit 15 transmits the generated HTML
document to the user terminal 2-% which is the transmission
source of the mosaic image page request (step S208), and
finishes processing upon reception of the mosaic image page
request.

In addition, when a posting image is allocated to divided
areas of a given layer, and this layer is selected as a layer
which displays a mosaic image change condition message
and has a representative color of the posting image matching
a representative color of the allocating layer, the system con-
trol unit 15 may assign points to a user who has posted this
posting image in point processing. For example, a represen-
tative color of the ribbon image 32 of the layer L2 illustrated
in FIG. 6B is red. Further, the layer 1.2 is selected as a layer
which displays a mosaic image change condition message,
and a message showing “If you send more red images, a
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picture will change!!” is displayed in a web page. The user
transmits an image including red as a representative color to
the information providing device 1 from the user terminal 2-%
as a posting image. When a received posting image is allo-
cated to one divided area of the layer L2, the system control
unit 15 assigns points.

Back to description of FIG. 17, the system control unit 27
of'the user terminal 2-1 displays the web page which displays
the mosaic image, in the window screen shown on the display
of'the display unit 22 based on the received HTML document
(step S4).

Hereinafter, a mosaic image displayed on the display ofthe
display unit 22 will be described using FIG. 23.

FIG. 23 is a view illustrating a mosaic image displayed on
the display of the display unit 22.

As illustrated in FIG. 23, a web page 200 which displays a
mosaic image displays an information display portion 201
which shows the content information, a posting image trans-
mitting portion 202 for transmitting a posting image to the
information providing device 1, a mosaic image 203 and a
display image information display portion 204.

In addition, the posting image transmitting portion 202 is
an interface used to transmit a posting image from the user
terminal 2-k to the information providing device 1, and is
realized by, for example, a CGI program installed in the
information providing device 1.

Further, as the mosaic image 203 a mosaic image generated
by the system control unit 15 is displayed. This mosaic image
203 is generated by being embedded with the posting image,
and, in this posting image, a link for acquiring posting image
related information is set. An example of display indicating
that such a link is set may include that an outer frame of the
posting image is highlighted (for example, the outer frame is
displayed with a thick line) in the mosaic image 203. In
addition, the display indicating that a link is set is by no means
limited to this, and, for example, the outer frame may be
displayed with a flash or may not be displayed at all.

In addition, FIG. 23 illustrates a display example where
allocation of posting images in the image area of only the
layer L1 is completed when a mosaic image is generated
using the layers L1 to L3 illustrated in FIGS. 6 and 7. The
mosaic image 71a including only the mosaic image 71 which
imitates the mobile telephone 31 is displayed as the mosaic
image 203.

The display image information display portion 204 dis-
plays a mosaic image change condition message. For
example, a representative color of the ribbon image 32 of the
layer 1.2 illustrated in FIG. 6B is red. In this case, the display
image information display portion 204 displays a message
showing “If you send more red images, a picture will
change!!”. When a user who has browsed the web page reads
this message and posts a posting image including red as a
representative color, the posting image is highly likely to be
allocated in the image area of the layer [.2 accordingly.

Back to description of FIG. 17, when the operation unit 21
of'the user terminal 2-kperforms an operation of selecting one
posting image in the mosaic image 203 (this posting image is
clicked) (step S5: YES), the system control unit 27 transmits
a HTTP request to the information providing device 1 (step
S6). This HTTP request requests distribution of a web page
which displays the posting image related information, to a
user terminal.

The system control unit 15 which receives this HTTP
request acquires the web page which displays the posting
image related information (step S7), and distributes the web
page to the user terminal 2-% (step S8). More specifically, the
system control unit 15 acquires posting image related infor-
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mation part data associated with a URL included in the HT TP
request, from the memory unit 14. Next, the system control
unit 15 generates HTML document including the latest table
part data stored in the mosaic image DB 143 and the acquired
posting image related information part data as HTML docu-
ment of a web page which displays a mosaic image. Further,
the system control unit 15 transmits the generated HTML
document to the user terminal 2-%. A web page which displays
posting image related information (more specifically, posting
image related information part data) is an example of profile
information according to the present invention.

In addition, when acquiring a posting image from the user
terminal 2-%, the system control unit 15 may acquire infor-
mation of a profile of a user who has posted an image, from
the user terminal 2-k. That is, the system control unit 15
receives an input of the profile of the user when the user posts
an image. In this case, the system control unit 15 generates
posting image related information part data based on infor-
mation of the received profile.

The system control unit 27 of the user terminal 2-% displays
the web page 200 which displays the posting image related
information, in the window screen shown on the display of the
display unit 22 (step S9).

In addition, the system control unit 15 may transmit only
posting image related information part data to the user termi-
nal 2-£. In this case, the user terminal 2-k displays posting
image related information in the currently displayed web
page based on the received posting image related information
part data.

FIG. 24 is a view illustrating a mosaic image shown on the
display of the display unit 22.

As illustrated in FIG. 24, the web page 200 which displays
a mosaic image displays a posting image related information
display portion 205.

In the posting image related information display portion
205, the posting image related information is displayed on a
so-called pop-up window.

More specifically, in the posting image related information
display portion 205, for example, a name, a hometown, a
hobby and a URL which is a hyperlink destination indicating
a profile of a person shown by the posting image are dis-
played. In addition, information of a profile of a user may be,
for example, information related to the user registered in the
user information DB or information which introduces the
user.

Subsequently, the number of posts increases by transmit-
ting a posting image from each user terminal 2-% to the infor-
mation providing device 1. By this means, in response to an
increase in the number of layers for which allocation of post-
ing images in image areas is completed, the system control
unit 15 generates a new mosaic image by superimposing
between layers posting images allocated to two layers.

Then, when the given user terminal 2-% such as the user
terminal 2-2 transmits an image page request to the informa-
tion providing device 1 (step S11), the system control unit 15
generates HTML document of a web page which displays a
mosaic image by processing upon reception of the mosaic
image page request (step S12), and distributes the generated
HTML document to the user terminal 2-2 (step S13).

FIG. 25 is a view illustrating a mosaic image shown on the
display of the display unit 22.

FIG. 25 illustrates a display example where allocation of
posting images in the image areas of the layer [.1 and the layer
L2 is completed. Consequently, as the mosaic image 203 of
the web page 200, the mosaic image 705 including the mosaic
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image 71 which imitates the mobile telephone 31 and the
mosaic image 72 which imitates the ribbon image 32 is dis-
played.

In the layer L3 illustrated in FIG. 7, a representative color
of'the ribbon image 33 is green. In this case, the display image
information display portion 204 displays a message showing
“If you send more green images, a picture will change!!”.

Meanwhile, the operation unit 21 of the user terminal 2-&
performs an operation of selecting one posting image in the
mosaic image 203, the posting image related information
display portion 205 is displayed on the web page 200 similar
to FIG. 24. When there is a posting image which is eventually
hidden by the selected posting image as a result of superim-
posing posting images between layers in the mosaic image
generation processing, the posting image related information
display portion 205 displays, for example, not only posting
image related information of the selected posting image, but
also posting image related information of the hidden posting
image. More specifically, the posting image related informa-
tion display portion 205 displays, for example, a profile of
each user who has posted a posting image allocated to a
divided area corresponding to a position at which the select-
ing operation is performed in each layer used to generate a
mosaic image.

Then, in response to a further increase in the number of
layers for which allocation of posting images in image areas
is completed, the system control unit 15 generates a new
mosaic image by superimposing between layers posting
images allocated to three layers.

FIG. 26 is a view illustrating a mosaic image shown on the
display of the display unit 22.

FIG. 26 illustrates a display example where allocation of
posting images in the image areas of the layers L1 to [.3 is
completed. Consequently, as the mosaic image 203 of the web
page 200, the mosaic image 70 including the mosaic image 71
which imitates the mobile telephone 31, the mosaic image 72
which imitates the ribbon image 32 and the mosaic image 73
which imitates the ribbon image 33 is displayed.

In addition, even when, for example, a period (for example,
the time or days) set in advance passes after the first posting
image is received and registered in the posting image DB 141,
there is not even one layer for which allocation of posting
images in an image area is completed, the system control unit
15 generates a mosaic image using a posting image allocated
to one layer. In this case, a web page displays an incomplete
mosaic image.

Meanwhile, when a display order is set to each layer and a
period setin advance passes, if allocation of posting images in
image areas of a layer of the first display order is not com-
pleted, the system control unit 15 generates a mosaic image
using posting images allocated in the image area of the layer
of' the first display order.

By contrast with this, when a display order is set to each
layer, the system control unit 15 may select at random a layer
used to generate a mosaic image. Further, the system control
unit 15 may select, for example, a material image of the
calculated highest completion rate of the mosaic image. The
completion rate of the mosaic image is found by, for example,
dividing the number of divided areas to which posting images
are allocated, by the number of divided areas included in an
image area.

When an incomplete mosaic image is displayed on a web
page, there are various conditions of displaying a mosaic
image change condition message on the web page. When, for
example, posting images which correspond to a number of
images set in advance or more and which cannot be allocated
to a layer used to generate a mosaic image are transmitted, the
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system control unit 15 may display a mosaic image change
condition message. Further, when an incomplete mosaic
image is completed or the completion rate of the incomplete
mosaic image is the completion rate set in advance or more,
the system control unit 15 may display a mosaic image
change condition message. Furthermore, when a period set in
advance passes after the first posting image is received and
registered in the posting image DB 141, the system control
unit 15 may display a mosaic image change condition mes-
sage.

In addition, even when a period passes after the first posting
image is received and registered in the posting image DB 141
while an incomplete mosaic image is displayed on a web
page, if the incomplete mosaic image is not completed, the
system control unit 15 may use as point assigning areas all
divided areas to which posting images are not yet allocated
among divided areas in the image area of a layer used to
generate a mosaic image. That is, when the posting images
allocated to incomplete portions (cells) in a mosaic image
displayed on a web page are posted, the system control unit 15
may assign points.

In addition, the system control unit 15 preferentially allo-
cates posting images to divided areas including images show-
ing an outline by processing upon reception of a posting
image. Consequently, the user can learn the material image
imitated by the incomplete mosaic image at a comparatively
early stage.

Subsequently, when receiving a posting image from the
user terminal 2-k and allocating the received posting image to
a layer used to generate a mosaic image, the system control
unit 15 updates a mosaic image using a newly allocated
posting image. By this means, a mosaic image displayed on a
web page is gradually completed.

Further, when allocation of posting images in an image
area of a layer used to generate a mosaic image, a mosaic
image of this layer is completed. In this case, when there are
other layers for which allocation of posting images in image
areas is completed, the system control unit 15 generates a
mosaic image by superimposing posting images allocated to
a plurality of layers for which allocation of posting images is
completed. Meanwhile, when a display order is set to each
layer, the system control unit 15 generates a mosaic image
using only a layer of a display order next to the layer of the
first display order among layers for which allocation of post-
ing images in the image area is completed.

As described above, according to the present embodiment,
the system control unit 15 acquires a posting image from the
user terminal 2-% through the network, specifies in units of
divided areas an image area in which an image is drawn in
each layer of a plurality of layers which configure a material
image which is a source of a mosaic image, and which are
divided into a plurality of divided areas, and allocates the
acquired posting image to a divided area in the image area of
one layer based on color information of the acquired posting
image and color information of each divided area in the
specified image area. Further, the system control unit 15
generates a mosaic image by superimposing between layers
posting images allocated in image areas of two or more layers
in which posting images are allocated to all divided areas in
the image areas among a plurality of layers configuring a
material image. More specifically, the system control unit 15
generates a mosaic image configured with posting images
allocated in an image area of one layer when allocation of
posting images in the image area of the layer is completed,
and, after the mosaic image is generated, generates a mosaic
image by superimposing between layers posting images allo-
cated in an image area of each layer for which allocation of
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posting images in the image area is completed when the
number of layers for which allocation of images in image
areas increases in proportion to an increase in the number of
posts.

Consequently, it is possible to generate a mosaic image
without image defect portions as a mosaic image which imi-
tates an image configuring a material image, and generate the
mosaic image as a more perfect mosaic image which imitates
a material image. Further, it is possible to generate a mosaic
image as a perfect mosaic image which imitates an image
configuring a material image, and generate the mosaic image
as a perfect mosaic image which imitates a material image.
Consequently, it is possible to generate a mosaic image which
is suitable for users to see even when sufficient images are not
acquired to complete the mosaic image which imitates the
material image.

Further, the system control unit 15 acquires a display order
of each layer from the material image DB 142 and generates
a mosaic image configured with posting images allocated in
an image area of a layer when allocation of posting images in
an image area of the layer of the first display order among a
plurality of layers is completed, and, after the mosaic image is
generated, generates a mosaic image by superimposing
between layers posting images allocated in the image area of
the layer of a display order next to the first display order
among layers for which allocation of posting images in the
image areas is completed in response to an increase in the
number of posts.

Consequently, it is possible to increase the number of
images imitated by the mosaic image according to an order set
based on an intention of a user who provides the mosaic
image.

Further, the system control unit 15 decides whether or not
there is a divided area which is suitable to allocate an acquired
posting image based on color information of the acquired
posting image and color information of each divided area, and
the posting image DB 141 does not use the acquired posting
image to generate a mosaic image when deciding that there is
no divided area which is suitable to allocate the acquired
posting image.

When the posting image acquired from the user device 2-k
is not suitable for any divided area, this image is not used to
generate a mosaic image. Consequently, it is possible to gen-
erate a mosaic image which more faithfully imitates a mate-
rial image, so that it is possible to encourage user’s motivation
of continuously browsing a mosaic image.

Further, the system control unit 15 acquires a posting
image and a user ID of a user who has posted the posting
image from the user terminal 2-%, and updates the number of
holding points by adding the number of points of an assigning
target to the number of holding points stored in the user
information DB when the posting image acquired from the
user terminal 2-k is allocated in an image area of a point
assigning layer.

Consequently, when a posting image is allocated to the
point assigning layer, points are assigned to the user who has
posted the image. By this means, it is possible to encourage
user’s motivation of posting images. Consequently, the reso-
Iution of a mosaic image and a material image imitated by the
mosaic image are expected to change quickly, so that it is
possible to encourage user’s motivation of continuously
browsing the mosaic image.

Further, the system control unit 15 acquires a posting
image posted by the user, from the user terminal 2-£, trans-
mits HTML document for displaying the generated mosaic
image to the user terminal 2-%, receives a HTTP request
transmitted from the user terminal 2-% when the user selects a
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posting image included in the mosaic image displayed by the
user terminal 2-k based on the HTML document, and trans-
mits posting image related information part data including a
profile of a user matching a URL of the received HTTP
request, to the user terminal 2-k which is the transmission
source of the HTTP request.

Consequently, users who browse a mosaic image can
browse a profile of a user who has posted a posting image
included in the displayed mosaic image. Consequently, it is
possible to encourage user’s motivation of browsing a mosaic
image.

Further, the system control unit 15 displays a condition that
a mosaic image to be displayed changes.

Consequently, it is possible to give an expectation to users
that a mosaic image to be displayed is likely to change based
on posting images transmitted by the users, so that it is pos-
sible to encourage users’ motivation of repeatedly and con-
tinuously browsing a mosaic image, and provide an effect of
attracting guests.

[Second Embodiment]

With the first embodiment, the information providing
device 1 generates a mosaic image using posting images
allocated in an image area of a layer under a condition that
posting images are allocated to all divided areas in the image
area. However, even when posting images are not allocated to
part of divided areas in the image area, if posting images are
allocated to divided areas of another layer having a display
position which overlaps the divided areas, it is possible to
compensate for an image defect portion. Hence, with the
second embodiment, under a condition that a posting image is
allocated to at least one divided area among divided areas
having a overlapping display position between layers among
all divided areas in image areas of two or more layers, the
information providing device 1 generates a mosaic image by
superimposing posting images allocated to two or more lay-
ers. Hereinafter, divided areas having overlapping display
positions between layers refer to divided areas in which at
least part of areas overlap between layers when layers are
superimposed. When the number, the size and an arrange-
ment of divided areas of each layer are the same, divided areas
of different display positions between layers mean divided
areas of the same display positions.

A specific example will be described below. FIG. 27A
illustrates a material image 300 showing a certain landscape.
As illustrated in FIG. 27A, the material image 300 includes a
three people image 301, a background image 302 including
the ground and the sky and a sun image 303. The image 301,
background image 302 and the image 303 are separated into
different layers. Further, the number of divisions of each layer
is 484 in total including 22 in the vertical direction and 22 in
the horizontal direction. Furthermore, a display order is not
set to each layer.

FIG. 27B is an example of a layer T1. As illustrated in FIG.
278, the layer T1 includes the three people image 301 as a
layer image. An image area 311 in the layer T1 is set to only
divided areas including the image 301. The Z order of the
layer T1 is set to the first.

FIG. 28A is an example of alayer T2. As illustrated in FI1G.
28A, the layer T2 includes the background image 302 as a
layer image. Although part of the background image 302 is
hidden by the image 301 and the image 303 in the material
image 300, the entire image 303 is seen in the layer T2. An
image area 312 in the layer T2 is set to the entire layer T2. The
Z order of the layer T2 is set to the third.

FIG. 28B is an example of the layer T3. As illustrated in
FIG. 28B, the layer T3 includes the sun image 303 as a layer
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image. An image area 313 in the layer T3 is set to only divided
areas including the image 303. The Z order of the layer T3 is
set to the second.

Similar to the first embodiment, the system control unit 15
allocates a posting image received from the user terminal 2-%,
to a divided area of divided areas in the image area of each
layer having color information which approximates to color
information of the posting image.

FIG. 29A illustrates an example of a mosaic image 321 of
the layer T1. As illustrated in FIG. 29A, the mosaic image 321
of the layer T1 imitates the three people image 301. Mean-
while, posting images are not allocated to areas 331a to 331g
in the image area 311.

FIG. 29B illustrates an example of a mosaic image 322 of
the layer T2. As illustrated in FIG. 29B, the mosaic image 322
of the layer T2 imitates the background image 302. Mean-
while, a posting images is not yet allocated to an areas 332 in
the image area 312. In addition, even one posting image is not
yet allocated in the layer T3.

Meanwhile, the mosaic image 321 and the mosaic image
322 are compared. Then, posting images are allocated to
divided areas at the same display positions as the areas 331a
to 331g in the layer T2. Further, a posting image is allocated
to a divided area at the same display position as the area 332
in the layer T1. When the layers T1 and T2 are superimposed,
posting images are allocated to all divided areas in the image
area 311 of the layer T1, and posting images are allocated to
all divided areas in the image area 312 of the layer T2. That is,
missing images are compensated for by the layers T1 and T2.

Hence, when posting images can be allocated to all divided
areas in image areas of a plurality oflayers, the system control
unit 15 generates a mosaic image by superimposing posting
images allocated in a plurality of these layers.

FIG. 30A illustrates an example of a mosaic image 351
generated using posting images allocated to the layers T1 and
T2. As illustrated in FIG. 30A, the mosaic image 351 includes
the mosaic image 321 and the mosaic image 322.

Although the mosaic image 321 of the layer T1 is not
completed as a mosaic image which imitates the three people
image 301, the divided areas in the image area 321 are filled
with all posting images. Consequently, it is possible to avoid
giving an incomplete impression to users.

Further, an area 332 in the image area 322 of the layer T2
is hidden by the mosaic image 321 of the layer T1. That is,
image missing portions in the mosaic image 322 are not seen
on the mosaic image 351. Hence, the mosaic image which
imitates the background image 302 is seemingly completed.
Consequently, it is possible to avoid giving an incomplete
impression to users.

The system control unit 15 allocates a posting image
received from the user terminal 2-k, to a divided area of
divided areas in the image area of each layer having color
information which approximates to color information of the
posting image. Meanwhile, the system control unit 15
updates a mosaic image when, for example, a posting image
is allocated to one of the areas 331a to 331g of the layer T1.
By this means, a mosaic image which imitates the three
people image 301 is gradually completed.

Further, in the layer T2, a posting image is allocated to a
divided area at the same display position as each divided area
in the image area 313 of the layer T3. Hence, when even one
posting image is allocated to the image area 313 of the layer
T3, the system control unit 15 generates a mosaic image by
superimposing posting images allocated to the layers T1 to
T3.

FIG. 30B illustrates an example of a mosaic image 352
generated using posting images allocated to the layers T1 to
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T3. As illustrated in FIG. 30B, the mosaic image 351 includes
the mosaic image 321, the mosaic image 322 and the mosaic
image 323. The mosaic image 323 imitates the sun image 303.
Although the mosaic image 323 is not completed as a mosaic
image which imitates the sun 303, the divided areas in the
image area 313 are filled with all posting images. Conse-
quently, it is possible to avoid giving an incomplete impres-
sion to users.

Next, a specific operation of the information providing
device 1 will be described. Hereinafter, differences of pro-
cessing upon reception of a posting image and mosaic image
generation processing from the first embodiment will be
mainly described.

First, the processing upon reception of a posting image will
bedescribed using FIG. 18. With the present embodiment, the
system control unit 15 does not use a mosaic image genera-
tion flag. Therefore, the system control unit 15 does not
execute steps S51, S67 and S70 illustrated in FIG. 18.

When deciding in step S68 that all layers are selected (step
S68: YES), the system control unit 15 decides whether or not
the currently received posting image is allocated to a divided
area of one or more layers (step S71). Further, when deciding
that the currently received posting image is allocated to the
divided area of one or more material images (step S71: YES),
the system control unit 15 decides whether or not to execute
mosaic image generation processing. In addition, this deci-
sion processing will be described in detail. In this case, when
deciding to execute the mosaic image generation processing,
the system control unit 15 executes the mosaic image genera-
tion processing (step S73), and proceeds to step S74. By
contrast with this, when deciding not to execute the mosaic
image generation processing, the system control unit 15 pro-
ceeds to step S74.

Next, processing of deciding whether or not to execute the
mosaic image generation processing will be described in
detail. More specifically, the system control unit 15 decides
whether or not there are a set of layers (hereinafter, “layer
group”) satisfying a condition for generating a mosaic image.
The number of layers is M. The number of layer groups which
are decision targets correspond to the number of combina-
tions for which 1 to m layers are selected from M layers. With
examples in FIGS. 27 and 28, there are seven combinations of
layer groups of decision targets including only the layer T1,
only the layer T2, only the layer T3, the layer T1 and the layer
T2, the layer T2 and the layer T3, the layer T1 and the layer
T3, and the layers T1 to T3.

In addition, a combination to select when the display order
is set to each layer is limited to a layer group of a display order
next to the first display order. With examples illustrated in
FIGS. 6 and 7, there are three combinations including only the
layer L1, the layers L1 and 1.2, and the layers 1 to [.3.

The system control unit 15 selects one layer group from the
layer groups of decision targets. Next, the system control unit
15 decides whether or not posting images are allocated to all
divided areas in the image area of each layer included in the
selected layer group. In this case, a layer in which posting
images are allocated to all divided areas in an image area
satisfies a precondition for executing the mosaic image gen-
eration processing. When, for example, a combination of the
layers T1 and T2 is selected as a layer group, whether or not
posting images are allocated to all divided areas in the image
area 311 of the layer T1 and whether or not posting images are
allocated to all divided areas in the image area 312 of the layer
T2 are decided. In addition, when posting images are allo-
cated to all divided areas in image areas in all layers included
in the selected layer group, a condition for executing the
mosaic image generation processing according to the first
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embodiment is satisfied. By contrast with this, the system
control unit performs the following decision for a layer in
which there is a divided area to which a posting image is not
allocated in an image area.

More specifically, the system control unit 15 specifies a
divided area to which a posting image is not allocated in an
image area. Whether or not a posting image is allocated to a
divided area and one of other layers having a display position
which overlaps the divided area of the specified divided areas
is decided. One of the other layers in this case refers to a layer
other than layers for which a divided area to which a posting
image is not allocated in an image area is specified among
layers included in the selected layer group.

When, for example, the combination of the layers T1 and
T2 is selected as a layer group, there are the areas 331a to
331g to which posting images are not allocated in the image
area 311 of the layer T1. Hence, whether or not a posting
image is allocated to a divided area having the same display
position as each of divided area in the areas 331a to 331g in
the layer T2 is decided. In this case, even when posting
images are allocated to divided areas of the layer T3, alloca-
tion of a posting image to a divided area having the same
display position as each divided area in the areas 331a t0 331g
in the layer T3 is not taken into account. The combination of
the layers T1 to T3 is taken into account for the layer T3.

Meanwhile, layers for which it is decided that posting
images are allocated to divided areas of one of other layers
having display positions which overlap all specified divided
areas satisfy a precondition for executing the mosaic image
generation processing.

In addition, when the selected layer group includes only
one layer, processing of deciding whether or not the condition
for generating a mosaic image is satisfied is directed to decid-
ing whether or not posting images are substantially allocated
to all divided areas in an image area of the layer. When, for
example, only the layer T1 is selected as a layer group, and
only when posting images are allocated to all divided areas in
the image area of the layer T1, the layer T1 satisfies a condi-
tion for generating a mosaic image.

When deciding that all layers included in the selected layer
group satisfy a precondition for executing mosaic image gen-
eration processing, the system control unit 15 decides that the
selected layer group satisfies the condition for executing the
mosaic image generation processing. By contrast with this,
when deciding that there is a layer which does not satisfy the
precondition for executing mosaic image generation process-
ing among layers included in the selected layer group, the
system control unit 15 decides that the selected layer group
does not satisfy the condition for executing the mosaic image
generation processing.

The system controlunit 15 performs such decision for each
layer group. Further, when deciding that there are one or more
layer groups which satisty the condition for executing the
mosaic image generation processing, the system control unit
15 executes the mosaic image generation processing. By con-
trast with this, when deciding that there is not even one layer
group which satisfies the condition for executing the mosaic
image generation processing, the system control unit 15 does
not execute the mosaic image generation processing.

Next, the mosaic image generation processing will be
described using FIGS. 20 and 21. In the mosaic image gen-
eration processing, the system control unit 15 does not
execute processings in step S101 to S109 illustrated in FIG.
20. Alternatively, the system control unit 15 selects a layer
group used for the mosaic image generation processing.

More specifically, when there is only one layer group
which satisfies the condition for executing the mosaic image
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generation processing, the system control unit 15 generates a
layer list listing layers included in the layer group. By contrast
with this, when there are a plurality of layer groups which
satisfy the condition for executing the mosaic image genera-
tion processing, the system control unit 15 selects a layer
group including the greatest number of layers among the
layer groups which satisfy the condition. Further, the system
control unit 15 generates a layer list listing layers included in
the selected layer group. In addition, when there are a plural-
ity of layer groups including the greatest number of layers, the
system control unit 15 selects a random layer group from a
plurality of layer groups. When selecting a layer group used
for the mosaic image generation processing, the system con-
trol unit 15 stores information of the selected layer group in
the memory unit 14. For example, the system control unit 15
associates and stores a layer ID of each layer included in the
selected layer group. This information is used to decide a
condition for generating a mosaic image next.

Subsequently, similar to the first embodiment, the system
control unit 15 generates a mosaic image based on the gen-
erated layer list (steps S110 to S119 in FIG. 20 and FIG. 21).

Subsequently, the system control unit 15 decides whether
or not to execute the mosaic image generation processing
every time a received posting image is allocated in an image
area of one layer. In this case, the system control unit 15
decides whether or not to update a mosaic image generated
once. Hence, decision as to whether or not to execute the
mosaic image generation processing after a mosaic image is
generated once is slightly different from the above decision.

Firstly, a layer group for which whether or not the layer
group satisfies the condition for generating a mosaic image is
limited. More specifically, the system control unit 15 decides
whether or not a layer group which includes a layer group
selected as a layer group used to generate a mosaic image the
last time and which includes a greater number of layers than
the layer group satisfies the condition for generating the
mosaic image. When, for example, the layer T1 is selected as
the layer group used to generate a mosaic image the last time,
the layer groups which are decision targets this time include
the layer T1 and the layer T2, the layer T1 and the layer T3,
and the layers T1 to T3. Further, when, for example, the layer
T1 and the layer T2 are selected as the layer group used to
generate a mosaic image the last time, the layer group which
is a decision target this time includes the layers T1 to T3.

The system control unit 15 executes the mosaic image
generation processing when there is a layer group which
satisfies the condition for generating a mosaic image among
the limited layer groups. For example, the layer T1 and the
layer T2 are selected as the layer group used to generate a
mosaic image, the mosaic image 351 illustrated in FIG. 30A
is generated, and then the layers T1 to T3 satisfy a condition
for generating a mosaic image. In this case, for example, the
mosaic image 352 illustrated in FIG. 30B is generated.

Secondly, when there is not even one layer group which
satisfies the condition for generating a mosaic image among
the limited layer groups, the mosaic image generation pro-
cessing is executed in some cases. More specifically, the
system control unit 15 generates a mosaic image when allo-
cating the currently received posting image to one layer
included in the layer group selected as a layer group used to
generate a mosaic image this time. For example, the layer T1
and the layer T2 are selected as a layer group used to generate
amosaic image, the mosaic image 351 illustrated in FIG. 30A
is generated, and then the currently received posting image is
allocated to the area 331a of the layer T1. In this case, a
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mosaic image in which a posting image is newly allocated to
the area 331q is generated for the mosaic image 352 illus-
trated in FIG. 30A.

As described above, according to the present embodiment,
the system control unit 15 acquires a posting image from the
user terminal 2-% through the network, specifies in units of
divided areas an image area in which an image is drawn in
each layer of a plurality of layers which configure a material
image which is a source of a mosaic image, and which are
divided into a plurality of divided areas, and allocates the
acquired posting image to a divided area in the image area of
one layer based on color information of the acquired posting
image and color information of each divided area in the
specified image area. Further, the system control unit 15
generates a mosaic image by superimposing between layer
images allocated in image areas of two or more layers allo-
cated to at least one of all divided areas in an image area and
divided areas of another layer having display positions which
overlap the divided areas among a plurality of layers config-
uring a material image.

Consequently, it is possible to generate a mosaic image
without image defect portions as a mosaic image which imi-
tates an image configuring a material image, and generate the
mosaic image as a more perfect mosaic image which imitates
a material image.

In addition, with the above embodiments, the system con-
trol unit 15 generates table part data as a mosaic image.
However, the system control unit 15 may generate image data
of a mosaic image by, for example, synthesizing posting
images allocated to divided areas of each layer.

Further, the number of divisions of each layer configuring
a material image may not be same between the layers. In this
case, the number of divisions is registered in the material
image DB 142 per layer information.
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The invention claimed is:

1. An image generation device, comprising:

at least one processor which implements:

an acquiring unit that acquires a posting image posted by a
user from a terminal device through a network;

a specifying unit that specifies, in units of divided areas, an
image area in which a layer image is drawn in each layer
of a plurality of layers which configure a material image
which is a source of a mosaic image, wherein each layer
is divided into a plurality of divided areas;

an allocating unit that allocates the posting image acquired
by the acquiring unit to a divided area in the image area
of one of the plurality of layers, based on color informa-
tion of the posting image acquired by the acquiring unit
and color information of each of the divided areas in the
image area specified by the specifying unit; and

a generating unit that generates the mosaic image by super-
imposing, between layers, layer images of at least two
layers of the plurality of layers in which posting images
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are allocated to all of the divided areas in the image area
ofatleastonelayer and all of divided areas of other layer
comprising a first display position which overlaps the
divided areas of the at least one layer,

or by superimposing, between layers, layer images of at
least two layers of the plurality of layers wherein posting
images are allocated to at least one divided area of the
divided areas in the image area of at least one layer and
an overlapping divided area of divided areas of other
layer comprising a second display position which over-
laps the divided areas of the at least one layer,

wherein the layer images of the at least two layers are
superimposed in a Z order set to each layer, the Z order
indicating an order at which a layer is displayed ina Z
axis direction.

2. The image generation device according to claim 1,

wherein when allocation of an image in the image area of
one of the plurality of layers is completed by the allo-
cating unit, the generating unit generates a first mosaic
image configured with the image allocated in the image
area of the layer, and

after the first mosaic image is generated, when a number of
layers for which allocation of the image in the image
area is completed increases in proportion to an increase
in a number of images acquired by the acquiring unit, the
generating unit generates a second mosaic image by
superimposing between layers an image allocated in the
image area of each of the layers for which allocation of
the image in the image area is completed.

3. The image generation device according to claim 2,

further comprising an order information acquiring unit that
acquires order information indicating a display order of
each of the plurality of layers,

wherein when allocation of the image in the image area of
the layer of an earliest display order indicated by the
order information among the plurality of layers is com-
pleted, the generating unit generates the first mosaic
image configured with the image allocated in the image
area of the layer, and

the generating unit further generates the second mosaic
image by superimposing between layers the image allo-
cated in the image area of the layer following the earliest
display order indicated by the order information among
the layers for which allocation of the image in the image
area is completed.

4. The image generation device according to a claim 1,

further comprising a deciding unit that decides whether or
not there is the divided area which is suitable to allocate
the posting image acquired by the acquiring unit, based
on color information of the posting image acquired by
the acquiring unit and color information of each of the
divided areas,

wherein, when the deciding unit decides that there is not
the divided area which is suitable to allocate the posting
image acquired by the acquiring unit, the generating unit
does not use the posting image acquired by the acquiring
unit to generate the mosaic image.

5. The image generation device according to claim 1,

wherein the acquiring unit acquires identification informa-
tion of the user who posts the posting image from the
terminal device, and

the image generation device further comprises an assign-
ing unit that, when the allocating unit allocates the post-
ing image acquired by the acquiring unit in the image
area of the layer through which points are set to be
assigned, updates point count information by adding a
number of assigning points to a number of points indi-
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cated by the point count information associated with the
identification information acquired by the acquiring
unit, among the point count information stored in a point
count information memory unit that associates and
stores the point count information indicating the number
of points assigned to the user, and the identification
information of the user.

6. The image generation device according to claim 1,

wherein the image generation device further comprises:

a mosaic image transmitting unit that transmits display
information for displaying the mosaic image generated
by the generating unit, to the terminal device through the
network;

a receiving unit that receives request information which is
transmitted from the terminal device when the user
selects an image included in the mosaic image displayed
on the terminal device based on the display information,
and which indicates a request for a profile of the user
who posts the selected image; and

a profile information transmitting unit that transmits profile
information indicating the profile of the user matching
the request information received by the receiving unit, to
the terminal device which is a transmission source of the
request information.

7. An image generation method in an image generation

device which generates a mosaic image,

the image generation method comprising:

an acquiring step of, by at least one processor, acquiring an
image from a terminal device through a network;

a specifying step of, by the at least one processor, specify-
ing, in units of divided areas, an image area in which a
layer image is drawn in each layer of a plurality of layers
which configure a material image which is a source of a
mosaic image, wherein each layer is divided into the
plurality of divided areas;

an allocating step of, by the at least one processor, allocat-
ing the image acquired in the acquiring step to a divided
area in the image area of one of the layers, based on color
information of the image acquired in the acquiring step
and color information of each of the divided areas in the
image area specified in the specifying step; and

a generating step of, by the at least one processor, gener-
ating the mosaic image by superimposing, between lay-
ers, layer images of at least two layers of the plurality of
layers in which images are allocated to all of the divided
areas in the image area of at least one layer and all of
divided areas of other layer comprising a first display
position which overlaps the divided areas of the at least
one layer,

or by superimposing, between layers, layer images of at
least two layers of the plurality of layers wherein posting
images are allocated to at least one divided area of the
divided areas in the image area of at least one layer and
an overlapping divided area of divided areas of other
layer comprising a second display position which over-
laps the divided areas of the at least one layer,

wherein the layer images of the at least two layers are
superimposed in a Z order set to each layer, the Z order
indicating an order at which a layer is displayed in a Z
axis direction.

8. A non-transitory recording medium having a computer-

readable image generation program recorded therein which
causes a computer included in an image generation device

65 which generates a mosaic image, to execute:

an acquiring step of acquiring an image from a terminal
device through a network;



US 9,256,921 B2
39

a specifying step of specifying, in units of divided areas, an
image area in which a layer image is drawn in each layer
of a plurality of layers which configure a material image
which is a source of a mosaic image, wherein each layer
is divided into the plurality of divided areas; 5

an allocating step of allocating the image acquired in the
acquiring step to a divided area in the image area of one
of the layers, based on color information of the image
acquired in the acquiring step and color information of
each of the divided areas in the image area specified in 10
the specifying step; and

a generating step of generating the mosaic image by super-
imposing, between layers, layer images of at least two
layers of the plurality of layers in which images are
allocated to at least one of all of the divided areas in the 15
image area of at least one layer and all of divided areas of
other layer comprising a first display position which
overlaps the divided areas of the at least one layer,

or by superimposing, between layers, layer images of at
least two layers of the plurality oflayers wherein posting 20
images are allocated to at least one divided area of the
divided areas in the image area of at least one layer and
an overlapping divided area of divided areas of other
layer comprising a second display position which over-
laps the divided areas of the at least one layer, 25

wherein the layer images of the at least two layers are
superimposed in a Z order set to each layer, the Z order
indicating an order at which a layer is displayed ina Z
axis direction.
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